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JOHN WESLEY WORK III: ARRANGER, PRESERVER, AND HISTORIAN OF 
AFRICAN AMERICAN TRADITIONAL MUSIC  
 
This study focuses on John Wesley Work III’s life and career in response to the 
scarcity of existing research and publication devoted to him. To expand the scholarship 
focused on Work and to deepen the history of African American artistry, this dissertation 
analyzes his additions to concert repertoire through his arrangements of spirituals, 
investigates his scholarship, and performance— including his activities as Director of the 
Fisk Jubilee Singers — and provides a foundation for further analytical study of African-
American sacred music. Methodology utilized in this thesis includes construction of a 
biographical narrative based on primary sources and analysis of his musical career based 
on personal writings as well as the musical elements present in his arrangements. 
 Work’s writings about spirituals demonstrate his awareness of the changing 
styles in concert-style arrangements as they evolved through diverse performance 
contexts, but he also believed in maintaining the original source and meaning. Work’s 
career was dedicated to the documentation and preservation of Black sacred music and 
folk songs through transcriptions, recordings, and arrangements that adhered to the spirit 
of oral tradition as possible. John Wesley Work III is a significant figure who told the 
story of the African-American experience through performing, recording, arranging, and 
writing about Black music.  
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An Overview of Black Music Research 
 
“We’ve Come a Long Way”1 
 
John Wesley Work III (1901-1967),2 the music director of the Fisk Jubilee 
Singers from 1946 to 1956, preserved the spirituals he arranged for the singers at Fisk 
University, thus creating a large archive of concert spirituals for their use or for any other 
ensemble interested in performing the genre. Work III was heavily invested in the concert 
spiritual tradition, as part of the third generation to do so at Fisk University, where the 
performance of the arranged concert spiritual originated.3 Although his compositions and 
arrangements  remain in concert repertoire, predominantly through performances and 
lectures of the Fisk University Music Department, much more needs to be documented 
about John Work III. Work was also a music scholar who recorded and transcribed music 
of oral tradition from rural areas in the South, especially in the Mississippi Delta. Even 
though historians and music scholars have examined some areas of African-American 
studies (currently Africana Studies), academia has not yet documented the full range of 
creative activities of Black composers and musicians in American history, such as Work. 
It is appropriate to redress this lacuna through a complete, nuanced examination of his 
contributions.  This thesis will investigate Work’s career in association with Negro 
                                                            
1 This subtitle is a title of a spiritual. For this chapter, the subtitle represents the progress made in Black 
music research, even though more needs to be done in order to tell a complete story. 
2 I will be referring to Work III as “Work” throughout this document unless otherwise specified. 
3 Sandra Jean Graham, “Jubilee Singers,” Grove Music Online, https://www-oxford 
musiconline-com.ezproxy.uky.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-1002249936 (accessed March 15, 2021).  
2 
 
songs4 (including spirituals and folk music) and illustrate how Work’s arrangements, 
compositions, and writings are underrepresented in research about Black American 
history. 
This thesis begins with a construction of biographical information of Work III, 
that includes a study of his education (elementary, undergraduate, and graduate) and 
demonstrates his leadership, including his role with the Fisk Jubilee Singers during their 
European Tour in 1956. Preliminary to the examination of Work’s spiritual arrangements 
will be an overview of Negro spirituals, beginning with an inquiry into the meaning and 
origin of the word “spiritual,” and a definition of the meaning of a spiritual in the music 
world. The discussion on spirituals also combines Work’s writings about the genre and 
lists the common topics of the spirituals (such as jubilee and eternal life). Since the lyrics 
of spirituals are rich in “double-meanings,” I provide examples of code words, and 
metaphorical and figurative meanings. I address the defining musical characteristics of 
Negro spirituals, including the scale sequence, meter, dialect, texture, and vocal lines. 
                                                            
4 The words “Negro,” “Black,” “Afro-American,” and “African American” appear throughout this thesis, 
and the difference between these classifications deserves clarification: “Negro” is generally used in 
research reports and is acceptable when used by people of African origin, in historical context, or in the 
name of organizations (i.e., United Negro College Fund). In these chapters, “Negro” is accurate and 
inoffensive in regard to spirituals as a historical music genre. “Black” is a broader term that serves a place 
in politics or power struggles (i.e. Black Lives Matter) and refers to people with African ancestral origins. 
It extends to large populations beyond the historically enslaved populations of the United States and creates 
confusion in regard to spirituals originating in the United States. Therefore, it is a simpler term in this 
document, but will not be incorporated into the official title of the historical spiritual. “African American” 
or “Afro American” (African-American or Afro-American as adjective) represents descendants of Africa 
brought to the Americas to be enslaved from the 17th to 19th centuries. It is a modern, politically correct 
term, but completely dismisses the Africans or Caribbeans that came to the United States separate from the 
slave trade. It is useful in defining the community of Black Americans most affected by slavery in the 
United States, but proves too simple of a word to link to a history of music connected to pain and struggle. 
Charles Agyemang, Raj Bhopal, and Marc Bruijnzeels, “Negro, Black, Black African, African Caribbean, 
African American or What? Labelling African Origin Populations in the Health Arena in the 21st Century,” 
Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health 59 (2005): 1014-1018, 




The difference between spirituals and other Black folk songs, such as the blues, work 
songs, social songs, etc., is distinguished, with an emphasis on the origins of spiritual 
music. This segment also examines the combination of ring shouts and hymnody at camp 
meetings during the Second Great Awakening that began around 1790. The portion on 
spirituals concludes with a discussion of the evolution of spirituals through written 
arrangements, noting how composers (Antonin Dvořák), arrangers (William Grant Still 
and Work), and performers (Marian Anderson and Paul Robeson), shaped the spirituals 
into a concert repertoire. The first appendix presents a catalog of Work’s spiritual 
arrangements. Selections are in alphabetical order, and the included information for each 
arrangement is as follows: An incipit consisting of the first few measures, alternative 
titles, medium, compositional format, composer, location, publisher, recordings, first line 
of text, text author, and additional comments. The second appendix comprises letters of 
permission from publishers of Work’s spiritual arrangements, and the third appendix 
contains an interview with close friend of the Work family, Carol Creswell-Betsch.  
Throughout this thesis, I review Work’s arrangements, publications, and research 
projects. He cataloged, collected, and arranged Black sacred music and folk song to serve 
as an enduring testament to the earliest wide-known sound of the spiritual during a time 
when Black sacred music was freely evolving. Without a working knowledge of the 
original sound, deviations could exponentially evolve to where the spiritual becomes 
unrecognizable. This thesis will demonstrate Work as a man of many roles: historian, 
ethnographer, preserver, adapter, and mediator. Work was a historian because he 
documented the concepts of spirituals by collecting transcriptions of its oral tradition as 
well as publishing essays about the genre. This thesis will demonstrate this in chapter 
4 
 
three by discussing the generally-accepted characteristics of spirituals with Work’s 
writings about them. This includes his writings American Negro Songs (which also 
includes the collection of spirituals and folk songs), “The Negro Spiritual,” “Changing 
Patterns in Negro Folk Songs,” and “Plantation Meistersingers.” Work’s ethnographical 
studies involved traveling to places in Mississippi (Coahoma County Study), Georgia 
(Fort Valley State Festival), Alabama (Sacred Harp Conference), and Tennessee 
(Holloway High School Quartet) and recording these sounds and experiences of the 
community. The thesis will examine his takeaways from these journeys to observe how 
his ethnography aided in the documentation of rural areas that may have not been 
recorded if not for his endeavors. Through his ethnographical studies in rural areas and 
his arranging of spirituals, Work was both preserver and adapter. The recordings and 
transcriptions preserved the history of an oral tradition in the Black community. By 
taking the spirituals and arranging them for concert performance, he adapted to the 
industry to continue the financial success of the Fisk Jubilee Singers.  His adaptation is 
demonstrated in chapter four by comparing transcriptions of the original sound of the 
spirituals with his arrangements for concert performance. During Work’s collaboration 
with the Library of Congress, he performed as mediator between a predominantly White 
establishment and the rural Black community. He served as an ally to build trust among 
the Black musicians who were wary of White researchers. They were mostly unwilling to 
contribute insight regarding valuable traditions to organizations that took advantage of 
them in the past. Ultimately Work’s roles as historian, ethnographer, preserver, adapter, 
and mediator provided scholarship with documented history of unheard voices. Work’s 
5 
 
records and documentation provide a history of an underrepresented community in 
scholarship. 
 
Review of Primary Sources and Literature on Negro Spirituals, Negro Folk Songs, 
and John Work III 
 
Collections and Memoirs 
 Before examining Work’s contributions to African-American sacred and folk 
music, particularly within the field of musicology, one must carefully understand the 
history of documentation of Negro folk songs and spirituals through an overview of 
primary sources of collections and surveying research on spirituals and other Negro folk 
music. This archived history began with Richard Allen’s Collection of Spiritual Songs 
and Hymns in 1801.5 Allen published his first edition and second edition of this 
collection, which encompassed some of his own texts, within the same year, and the only 
difference between the two was the addition of ten hymns. This publication was 
substantial because it is the first evidenced collection of African-American song texts by 
an African-American minister for an African-American congregation’s use.6 This 
songbook contained the lyrics of spirituals, without music, by Isaac Watts (1674-1748), 
Charles Wesley (1707-1788), John Newton (1725-1807), and other hymnists who pre-
dated Allen.7 
                                                            
5 Sandra Jean Graham, “Spiritual,” Grove Music Online, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com. 
ezproxy.uky.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9871561592630-e-
1002225625 (accessed September 15, 2019). 
6 The congregation was that of the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. 
7 “A Collection of Spiritual Songs and Hymns,” The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology, 




In the 1860s, William Francis Allen (1830-1889),8 Lucy McKim Garrison (1842-
1877), and Charles Pickard Ware (1840-1921) visited the Gullah community on a South 
Carolina island, and they compiled a collection of spirituals titled Slave Songs of the 
United States in 1867 as a result.9 The motive behind Allen’s, Garrison’s, and Ware’s 
project was that they felt that, since the Civil War and the institution of slavery were 
over, these songs would disappear. According to Allen, their entire mission was to 
preserve “These relics of a state of society which has passed away.”10 The collections by 
Richard Allen and William Allen, Garrison, and Ware were broad in scope, but other 
documentarians compiled collections after the Civil War that represented the songs from 
groups of jubilee singers from new Black institutions.  Jubilee Songs: As Sung by the 
Jubilee Singers of Fisk University was compiled by the Fisk University administration 
and George White (1838-1895), the first director of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, and 
published in 1872. This book comprised sixty-one spirituals that were performed by the 
Fisk Jubilee Singers during their early tours. The collection was useful for chorus 
concert performance in that some of the songs were in SATB format, while others were 
in unison.11 Related to this repertoire, Thomas Putnam Fenner (1829-1912) published a 
collection titled “Cabin and Plantation Songs as Sung by the Hampton Students” in 
                                                            
8 William Francis Allen is not to be confused with Richard Allen. 
9 Sandra Jean Graham, “Spiritual,” Grove Music Online, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.ezproxy 
.uky.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9871561592630-e-1002225625 
(accessed September 15, 2019). 
10 William Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware, and Lucy McKim Garrison, eds., Slave Songs of the United 
States (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 7-29, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5149/9780807 
869505_allen (accessed November 14, 2020). 
11 Theodore F. Seward, George L. White, and E.M. Cravath, Jubilee Songs: As Sung By The Jubilee 
Singers, Of Fisk University, Under The Auspices Of The American Missionary Association (Chicago: 
Biglow and Main Company, 1872), http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/cgi-bin/MillsSpColl/MillsSpColl-
idx?type=turn&entity=MillsSpColl.JubileeSongs.p0019&id=MillsSpColl.JubileeSongs&isize=M> 
(accessed November 10, 2020). 
7 
 
Hampton and Its Students in 1874. This compilation not only contains songs of the Fisk 
Jubilee Singers, but also Hawaiian, Japanese, Indian, and Chinese folk songs Fenner had 
discovered through his research of other oral traditions, making it larger than the 
repertoire in Jubilee Songs: As Sung by the Jubilee Singers of Fisk University.12 J.B.T. 
Marsh (1839-1887) published The Story of the Jubilee Singers, With Their Songs in 
1875. It consisted of 128 songs in SATB format, as the Fisk Jubilee Singers performed 
them in concert. Furthermore, this work featured a narrative of the first and second 
campaign of the singers and their trip to London. Additionally, at the beginning of the 
next century, we find New Jubilee Songs: As Sung by the Fisk Jubilee Singers of Fisk 
University, published in 1902 by Frederick Jerome Work (John Work III’s uncle). It was 
forty-seven pages long and an extension of a book he had printed in 1872. 
Additional collections of spirituals were published in the 1910s and 1920s. In 1913, John 
Nelson Clark Coggin issued Plantation Melodies and Spiritual Songs, which comprised 
about 148 hymns and spirituals.13 In 1918, Homer Alvan Rodeheaver published 
Rodeheaver’s Plantation Melodies: A Collection of Modern, Popular and Old-Time 
Negro Songs of the Southland for SATB without accompaniment.14 That same year, 
Natalie Curtis-Burlin (1875-1921) published Negro Folk-Songs. 15 This was a collection 
of Negro folk songs that students at Virginia’s Hampton Normal and Agricultural 
                                                            
12 Thomas P. Fenner, Bessie Cleaveland, and Frederic G. Rathbun, Cabin and Plantation Songs (New 
York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1901), https://library.si.edu/digital-library/book/cabinplantations00fenn 
(accessed November 10, 2020). 
13 John Nelson Clark Coggin, Plantation Melodies And Spiritual Songs, 3d ed. (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 
Hall Mack Company, 1927), hymnary.org, https://hymnary.org/hymnal/PMSS1927 (accessed November 
10, 2020). 
14 Homer Alvan Rodeheaver, Rodeheaver’s Plantation Melodies: A Collection of Modern, Popular and 
Old-Time Negro Songs of the Southland (Chicago: Rodeheaver, 1918), 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=wu.89097916639&view=1up&seq=1 (accessed November 14, 2020). 
15 Natalie Curtis-Burlin, Negro Folk-Songs, Book 1 (Boston: MA: G. Schirmer, 1918) https://library.si.edu/ 
digital-library/book/negrofolksongs00burl (accessed November 16, 2020). 
8 
 
Institute performed. It covered nineteen spirituals, work songs, and miscellaneous songs 
that were notated for male quartet and a piano reduction. The songs enclosed were “Go 
Down, Moses,” “Couldn’t Hear Nobody Pray,” and “O Ev’ry Time I Feel De Spirit.” 
Each piece had a brief theoretical analysis preceding the music. In 1923, Richard Henry 
Boyd (1843-1922) and the National Baptist Publishing Board issued a collection called 
National Jubilee Melodies, which numbered 155 pages in length.16 James Weldon 
Johnson (1871-1938) and John Rosamond Johnson (1873-1954) published The Book of 
American Negro Spirituals in 1925. This encompassed more than sixty Negro spirituals. 
John Rosamond Johnson arranged most of the spirituals in this collection.17 Robert 
Nathaniel Dett (1882-1943) published another edition of Religious Folk-Songs of the 
Negro, as Sung at Hampton Institute in 1927. This collection, as mentioned earlier, was 
first published as “Cabin and Plantation Songs as Sung by the Hampton Students” by 
Fenner in 1874. This edition added a preface about the story of spirituals and myths 
regarding Black choirs and their vocal character.18 Newman Ivey White (1892-1948) 
compiled American Negro Folk-Songs in 1928. This collection contained over eight 
hundred songs, the largest collection of Negro folk songs in one compilation.19 William 
Eleazar Barton (1861-1930) authored Old Plantation Hymns: With Historical and 
Descriptive Notes in 1899. This work anthologized forty-five pages of melodies from the 
                                                            
16 National Jubilee Melody Song Book (Nashville, TN: National Baptist Publishing Board, 1923), https: 
//books.google.com/books/about/National_Jubilee_Melody_Song_Book.html?id=tDwJAQAAMAAJ 
(accessed November 14, 2020). 
17 James Weldon Johnson, ed, John Rosamond Johnson and Lawrence Brown, arr., The Book Of American 
Negro Spirituals (New York, The Viking Press, 1925), https://www.biblio.com/book/book-american-negro-
spirituals-johnson-james/d/1256944273 (accessed November 14, 2020). 
18 Robert Nathaniel Dett, Religious Folk-Songs Of The Negro (Hampton, VA: Hampton Institute Press, 
1927), https://www.baumanrarebooks.com/rare-books/dett-r-nathaniel/religious-folk-songs-of-the-
negro/108271.aspx (accessed November 14, 2020). 
19 Newman Ivey White, American Negro Folk-Songs (Harvard University Press, 1928), https://www.hup. 
harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674012592 (accessed November 14, 2020). 
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enslaved and freed Black community and covered historical and analytical prefaces.20 
Before Work III, John Work II arranged Folk Song of the American Negro in 1915, 
which concentrated on blues, spirituals, work songs, and social songs.21 Lastly in 1925, 
Howard Washington Odum (1884-1954) and Guy Benton Johnson (1901-1991) wrote 
The Negro and His Songs: A Study of Typical Negro Songs in the South. This was a study 
and collection of Black folk songs, including both religious and social songs.22 John 
Jacob Niles (1892-1980) documented and performed African-American music throughout 
his life. He published Singing Soldiers23 in 1927, a World War I song collection based on 
Balck doughboys, and Seven Negro Exaltations24 in 1929. He was a White researcher that 
was similar to Work III’s efforts in wanting to preserve Black music culture and admired 
the creativity of the Black community. The aforementioned are works that have been 
compiled by music researchers, historians, abolitionists, lay people, and academic staff. 
Some documentation of spirituals came in the form of memoirs. These were 
compelling journal writings and memoirs that provided a description of the genre during 
its prime. Dorothy Scarborough (1878-1935), a professor at Columbia University who 
focused on folklore and folk music, wrote On the Trail of Negro Folk Songs in 1925. This 
work consisted of African-American ballads, dance songs, children’s songs, lullabies, 
work songs, and blues drawn from her experiences while traveling to research these 
                                                            
20 William Eleazar Barton, Old Plantation Hymns: A Collection of Hitherto Unpublished Melodies of the 
Slave and the Freeman, with Historical and Descriptive Notes (Boston, MA: Lamson, Wolfe and 
Company, 1899), https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001459111 (accessed November 14, 2020). 
21 John W. Work, American Negro Songs (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, Inc., 1998, reprint of 1940 
edition), https://www.jwpepper.com/American-Negro-Songs/5672506.item#/submit (accessed November 
14, 2020). 
22 Howard W. Odum, The Negro And His Songs (Chapel Hill, NC: University Of North Carolina Press, 
1925),  https://uncpress.org/book/9781469609331/the-negro-and-his-songs/ (accessed November 14, 2020). 
23 John Jacob Niles, Singing Soldiers (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1927). 
24 John Jacob Niles, Seven Negro Exaltations (New York: G. Schirmer, 1929). 
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songs.  Concerned with the context of the music, she also incorporated stories from the 
performers as well.25  
 Edward Avery McIlhenny (1872-1949) had an interesting perspective. Unlike 
many other White researchers, he was not from a family of Northern abolitionists, but he 
was the son of enslavers. He authored Befo’ de War Spirituals: Words and Melodies 
(1933) based on his experiences growing up on a sugarcane plantation in Louisiana, 
where his “Mammy” introduced him to spirituals.26 His writings display racist 
undertones, for he chronicled the spirituals as a “charming old culture that has slowly 
faded away.”27 Even though he was insensitive to enslaved life and an apologist for 
slavery, his collection contained songs that may have been lost if not for his report. On 
the other hand, Fanny Anne Kemble issued Journal of a Residence on a Georgian 
Plantation in 1838–1839, published in 1863. Kemble stated: “I have sometimes been 
haunted with the idea that it was an imperative duty, knowing what I know, and having 
seen what I have seen, to do all that lies in my power to show the dangers and the evils of 
this frightful institution (of slavery).”28 She thought ill of the institution of slavery and 
published herself witnessing life on the plantation at Butler and Saint Simons Islands. She 
was a British native who married an American slaveholder, and her thoughts on slavery 
helped developed the English’s resentment of the Confederacy.29 Thomas Wentworth 
                                                            
25 Dorothy Scarborough, On The Trail Of Negro Folk-Songs (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1925), 
https://www.walkaboutbooks.net/pages/books/14925/music-african-americana-dorothy-scarborough/on-
the-trail-of-negro-folk-songs/?soldItem=true (accessed November 14, 2020). 
26 Edward Avery McIlhenny, Befo’ De War Spirituals: Words and Melodies (Boston, MA: Christopher 
Publishing House, 1933), 15, https://www.amazon.com/Befo-War-Spirituals-Words-Melodies/dp/ 
0404083250 (accessed November 14, 2020). 
27 Ibid. 25. 
28 Parentheses added 
29 Fanny Anne Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation (London, 1863) https://www. 
pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4h2922t.html (accessed November 14, 2020). 
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Higginson wrote an essay titled “The Negro Spirituals” for Atlantic Monthly in 1867. 
Higginson was a colonel of the First South Carolina Volunteers, which was the first 
regiment created for freed slaves to fight for the Union during the Civil War. Higginson 
combined thirty-seven spirituals and an analysis of the performances he heard. He had 
transcribed these spirituals himself, although some of the titles were not the typical titles 
assigned to spirituals by every other author (“I Know Moon-Rise”).30 Antonín Dvořák 
was one of the most prominent classical composers to discuss Negro spirituals. In his 
1893 essay in The Musical Record, he announced his usage of the spirituals in his new 
symphony 31 and proclaimed the importance of spirituals in the Western classical world 
by saying “in the negro melodies of America I discover all that is needed for a great and 
noble school of music.”32 Zora Neale Hurston authored “Spirituals and Neo-spirituals” in 
Negro: An Anthology in 1934, where she made a strong distinction between “spirituals,” 
as “collective musical expression sung by believers in worship,” and “neo-spirituals,” as 
“the written compositions based on spirituals that were performed by soloists and quartets 
in concert halls in the 1920s and subsequently.” She criticized spirituals that were sung in 
front of an audience and did not classify them as authentic spirituals, but as prepared 
concert music that restricted the religious experiences normally had during worship.33 
 
                                                            
30 John M. Picker, “Introduction,” American Hypertext Workshop, University of Virginia, 27 March 2000, 
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~Hyper/TWH/TWH_intro.html (accessed November 14, 2020). 
31 “Transatlantic Debate,” Dvořák American Heritage Association, https://www.dvoraknyc.org/ 
transatlantic-debate (accessed November 14, 2020). 
32 Sandra Jean Graham, “Spiritual,” Grove Music Online, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.ezproxy 
.uky.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9871561592630-e-1002225625 
(accessed September 15, 2019). 
33 Cheryl A. Wall, “Zora Neale Hurston’s Essays: On Art and Such,” The Scholar and Feminist Online 3, 




Collections of transcriptions and arrangements are essential in documenting 
spirituals to memorialize the musical variety, but discussions from the late nineteenth 
century to the present about the essence of the genre are also meaningful to better 
appreciate the art form. Scholars who had interest in the origin of spirituals, such as Work 
II and III, have written on the concept of spirituals. Richard Wallaschek (1860-1914) 
published Primitive Music in 1893. Although he not only focused on spirituals, 
Wallaschek argued that music originated with rhythm and dance instead of melody. He 
also listed instruments from around the world and discussed the role of singing and 
dancing in non-European cultures. He described the songs of Black Americans as 
“overrated, mere imitations of European compositions.” 34 Henry Edward Krehbiel 
(1854-1923) authored Afro-American Folksongs: a Study in Racial and National Music 
in 1914 that covered a small compilation of Negro spirituals with the addition of folk 
songs from Creole culture, the Bahamas and Africa.35 George Pullen Jackson (1874-
1953) wrote White Spirituals in the Southern Uplands: The Story of the Fasola Folk, 
Their Songs, Singings, and “Buckwheat Notes” in 1933, which gives us a detailed 
account of “Fasola,” and the first author to do so.36 He ties the provenance of spirituals to 
                                                            
34 Richard Wallaschek, Primitive Music: An Inquiry Into the Origin and Development of Music, Songs, 
Instruments, Dances, and Pantomimes of Savage Races (London: Longmans, Green and Company, 1893), 
63. https://books.google.com/books/about/Primitive_Music.html?id=-um2AAAAIAAJ (accessed 
November 15, 2020). 
35 Henry Krehbiel, Afro-American Folksongs (London: G. Schirmer, 1914), https://library.si.edu/digital-
library/book/afroamericanfol00kreh (accessed November 15, 2020). 
36 Fasola: “A traditional method of solmization long popular in England and North America, and later 
known as ‘English’, ‘Lancashire’ or ‘four-note’ sol-fa.” Bernarr Rainbow, “Fasola,” Grove Music Online,  
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.ezproxy.uky.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592 
630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000009349 (accessed April 26, 2021). 
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this account.37 It must be stated that all of these authors were White authors, and all of 
their conclusions staked claim to the origin of the spiritual to predominantly White camp 
meetings, thereby relegating the Negro spiritual as inauthentic, and in several cases, 
“inferior” (i.e., “primitive” and improper noun “negro”). 
In the 1970s, Eileen Southern’s book The Music of Black Americans: A History 
denotes the beginning of a wave of interest in Black music research in the United 
States.38 Southern specialized in fifteenth-century music of the Western Classical 
tradition and the music of Black Americans. She was editor of and contributed many 
articles to The Black Perspective in Music (BPM) from its launch in 1973 until its final 
issue in 1990.  Readings in Black American Music, for which she was editor (1971), 
provided insight into the reception of Black music during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries divided into genres within time periods, spanning from the earliest years of the 
nation until the early twentieth century. The chapters are “The African Heritage,” “Slave 
Holidays and Festivals,” “Music on the Plantation,” and “The Music of a Free People.” 
This source was useful in examining primary sources of people’s opinions and 
descriptions of Black music. For example, Hall Johnson’s entry, “Notes on the Negro 
Spiritual,” consisted of characteristics of songs from Africa and how their European 
counterparts influenced them.39 Readings in Black American Music incorporated more 
                                                            
37 George Pullen Jackson, White Spirituals in the Southern Uplands: The Story of the Fasola Folk, Their 
Songs, Singings, and “Buckwheat Notes”(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1933). 
38 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (W.W. Norton and Company, 1971). 
39 According to Johnson, the slaves had brought from Africa their voices, dramatic values, improvisation 
and embellishment, and rhythm. They discovered musical scale, metrical phrase, harmony and 
counterpoint, and “good” part-singing in the New World. Johnson explained that the otherworldliness of 
the spirituals began to attract professional musicians, resulting in books written about the genre and 
hundreds of transcribed melodies. However, the essence of the spiritual was still not easy to grasp, and the 
lack of recordings made its analysis even more difficult. Aspects of the spiritual that required more 
understanding included the intentional “alterations of pitch” often made in the Western well-tempered 
scale, the unconscious, but amazing and bewildering “counterpoint” produced by so many voices in 
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primary sources similar to Johnson’s description by using excerpts of letters, memoirs, 
books, articles, journals, and advertisements in newspapers to present her historical 
survey of Black music. Authors include but were not limited to, Frederick Douglass, 
W.E.B. Dubois, W.C. Handy, Dizzy Gillespie, and Francis Johnson. These scholars and 
musicians substantially contributed to a contemporary understanding of Black history and 
philosophy. It is important to use these descriptions of spirituals by these Black leaders 
and musicians in order to determine general characteristics of the genre before examining 
Work’s arrangements and writings, especially to establish a concept of the Negro 
spiritual with respect to this thesis. It is worth mentioning, with respect to our subject, 
John Work III,  that Southern’s Music of Black Americans labeled Work as an educator 
who gave “considerable attention to research in Negro folklore” and followed in his 
father’s and grandfather’s footsteps. Additionally, it listed his book, American Negro 
Songs and Spirituals (1940), and his compositions, Sassafras (1946), Scuppernong 
(1951), Appalachia (1954), From the Deep South (1936), The Singers (1941), and Issac 
Watts Contemplates the Cross (1962).40 Southern also emphasized the importance of 
Work and his predecessor as contemporaries in adding significance to Black college 
choirs. 
The importance of choral singing in the Black tradition, and 
the concern among Black educators in particular for 
preserving the Negro folkmusic repertory, combined to 
give choirs at Black colleges a rather exalted position—
this, in addition to the realization that touring college music 
groups could raise money for their institutions. That the 
historic tours of the Fisk Jubilee Singers in the 1870s had 
brought in large sums of money for Fisk was as firmly 
                                                            
“individual improvisation,” and the “absolute insistence” upon the pulsing, “overall rhythm” combining 
many varying subordinate rhythms. Eileen Southern, Readings in Black American Music, 271-272. 




embedded in Black legend as the fact that the Fisk singers 
had acquainted the world with Negro folksongs. As we 
have seen, the Black college choir was as important an 
institution in the concert world as was the professional 
chorus.41 
 
Immediately following Southern’s work in the early 1970s, William Burres 
Garcia completed a study of his own in researching Black sacred music, and he chose 
John Work III as his subject. Garcia completed a dissertation titled “Life and Choral 
Music of John Wesley Work” in 1973 that contributed insight into Work III’s choral 
compositions and choral arrangements.42 Although this study emphasized choral music 
excerpts, the biographical portion proved useful in forming a basic understanding of 
Work’s family. Garcia provided the birth and death dates of Work I, II, and III, as well as 
the birth and death dates of other family musicians, Frederick Work and Julian Work. 
This source was important simply because it was an accurate introduction to the Work 
family and was the first biography of Work III. Therefore, it introduced Work to 
academia for future research because it showed Work and family to be intriguing.  
There are other books in Black music studies during the 1990s, and they too, 
mention Work, albeit briefly. In African-American Traditions in Song, Sermon, Tale, and 
Dance, 1600s-1920: An Annotated Bibliography of Literature, Collections, and Artworks, 
Eileen Southern and Josephine Wright mentioned John Work III’s establishment as a 
                                                            
41 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (W.W. Norton and Company, 1997), 429,  
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Music_of_Black_Americans/PSvxJtF3_fUC?hl=en&gbpv=1&
bsq=Work (accessed November 16, 2020). 
42William Burres Garcia, “Life and Choral Music of John Wesley Work (1901-1967),” PhD diss., 
(University of Iowa, 1973).  
16 
 
scholar of Negro spirituals.43 Jon Cruz, in his Culture on the Margins: the Black Spiritual 
and the Rise of American Cultural Interpretation in 1999, mentioned Work alongside 
other notable figures in regard to the importance of spirituals in concert repertoire by 
stating: “To such insights we turn tirelessly to W.E.B. Dubois, Carter Woodson, John 
Work, Alain Locke, Langston Hughes, Harold Courlander, James Weldon Johnson, Zora 
Neale Hurston, John Lovell, Eugene Genovese, Lawrence Levine…”44 If You Don’t Go, 
Don’t Hinder Me: The African American Sacred Song Tradition by Bernice Johnson 
Reagon briefly mentioned Work’s evaluation of African-American sacred music. Work 
attended some revival tent meetings in the 1940s and was opinionated about the music 
used in these events, calling the songs “new gospel” and stating that it was going to make 
a big impact on sacred music in the future. Unfortunately, Reagon did not make clear 
whether Work thought the impact would be positive or negative.”45 This reading is 
relevant in a broad research of spirituals, providing an overview of historical figures that 
helped to shape the spiritual’s development (composers, arrangers, performers, 
instructors, etc.).  
Another category of sources that would benefit further research concerning Work 
is documents that highlight his career as a researcher and ethnographer. Lost Delta 
Found: Rediscovering the Fisk University-Library of Congress Coahoma County Study, 
                                                            
43 Josephine Wright, African-American Traditions in Song, Sermon, Tale, and Dance, 1600s-1920: An 
Annotated Bibliography of Literature, Collections, and Artworks (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1990), 
https://www.google.com/books/edition/African_American_Traditions_in_Song_Serm/GQC7pBjAsCAC?hl
=en&gbpv=1&bsq=John%20Work (accessed November 16, 2020). 
44 Jon Cruz, Culture on the Margins: The Black Spiritual and the Rise of American Cultural Interpretation 
(Princeton University Press, 1999), 16, https://www.google.com/books/edition/Culture_on_the_Margins 
/zlOKjUZGiXcC?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=John%20Work (accessed November 16, 2020). 
45 Bernice Johnson Reagon. If You Don’t Go, Don’t Hinder Me: The African American Sacred Song 
Tradition. University of Nebraska Press, 2001, 95-96. 
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1941-1942, offers three perspectives on the culture and music of the Mississippi Delta 
contributed by three African-American academics from Fisk University: John Wesley 
Work III, Lewis Wade Jones (sociology professor), and Samuel C. Adams, Jr. (sociology 
student) who teamed up with Alan Lomax and the Library of Congress to engage in 
fieldwork in Coahoma County, Mississippi. The results from this project involve early 
recordings of Muddy Waters.46 Unfortunately, the original field notes and manuscripts 
were lost and, while Lomax’s surviving account in The Land Where the Blues Began 
(1993),47 is useful, it lacked the input of all three researchers.  
Bruce Nemerov and Robert Gordon found and collected the missing documents 
while doing their separate research. Nemerov, through working at the Center for Popular 
Music at Middle Tennessee State University (Murfreesboro, TN) and uncovering Work’s 
career, had written an article on Work titled “John Wesley Work III: Field Recordings of 
Southern Black Folk Music, 1935-1942.”48 That article caught the attention of Robert 
Gordon, who wrote Can’t Be Satisfied: The Life and Times of Muddy Waters.49 By 
combining their research, they recovered Fisk texts and transcriptions for their studies in 
Lost Delta Found. Those works as well as essays by both Nemerov and Gordon discuss 
the careers and contributions of these academics. 50 This book also contains photos and 
over 160 musical transcriptions. Two of the chapters that have the most bearing on 
spirituals are “John Work’s Untitled Manuscript” and “John Work’s Music 
                                                            
46 His real name was McKinley Morganfield (1913-1983). 
47 Alan Lomax 1915-2002, John M Bishop, Worth W Long, North Carolina Public Television, Mississippi 
Authority for Public Television, PBS Video, Association for Cultural Equity, c1990. 
48 Tennessee Folklore Society Bulletin 53, no. 3 (1989): 82-103 
49 (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002). 
50 Edward Komara, Notes 62, no. 4 (2006): 991-94, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4487689 (accessed 
December 3, 2020). 
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Transcriptions.”51 These chapters are important because they provide insight into his 
interpretation of the songs he heard during his fieldwork. The original documents are also 
currently archived at the Center for Popular Music at Middle Tennessee State 
University.52 Lost Delta Found is essential to this thesis because it offers primary sources 
and discussions about the character of spirituals and folk songs according to Work 
himself. Concerning the accuracy of this book, Gordon and Nemerov provide primary 
sources directly from Work, making it an authoritative source.  
Another source that focuses on Work’s spiritual interests is Stories Behind the 
Best-Loved Songs of Christmas by Ace Collins that stated Work is responsible for today’s 
version of  “Go Tell It on the Mountain.” This book recounts Work’s reworking of the 
old song his uncle and father discovered through several oral histories conducted by the 
Works.53  Collins’s book is valuable for research because it provides information on 
Work I, II, and III for an audience that is more lay than academia. Collins clearly 
distinguished between the three members of the family: Work I (a choir director at 
church), Work II (a professor of history and Latin), and Work III (the ethnomusicologist). 
This book provides a brief and introductory understanding of instances where each Work 
contributed to the field of music. The book has proven to be the most accurate in 
correctly identifying which family member was responsible for certain projects. 
Stephen Wade’s The Beautiful Music All Around Us: Field Recordings and the 
American Experience is one of the most recent books to reference John Work III.54 
                                                            
51Samuel C. Adams, Lewis Wade Jones, and John Wesley Work. Lost Delta Found: Rediscovering the Fisk 
University-Library of Congress Coahoma County Study, 1941-1942, ed. by Robert Gordon and Bruce 
Nemerov (Nashville, Tennessee: Vanderbilt University Press, 2005). 
52 John Work III. Center for Popular Music, Middle Tennessee State University, Murfreesboro, TN. 
53 Ace Collins, Stories Behind the Best-Loved Songs of Christmas (Zondervan, 2010). 
54 Stephen Wade, The Beautiful Music All Around Us: Field Recordings and the American Experience 
(Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 2012).  
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Although Wade’s focus on Work is concentrated in chapter five, “Nashville Washboard 
Band: Something out of Nothing,” he mentions Work throughout the book. Wade cites 
him in the first paragraphs of the introduction where he praises Work for his project that 
combined a street banjoist, a Nashville quartet, and the Fisk minister, for an afternoon 
concert to conclude the celebration of Fisk University’s seventy-fifth anniversary. Work 
coined the phrase “the beautiful music all around you,” that Wade paraphrased as the title 
of his book,55 and he continually referenced Work’s musicological observations. For 
example, Work called Bozie Sturdivant’s “Ain’t No Grave Can Hold My Body Down,”56 
a “solo-spiritual” that “undeniably borrows its more sophisticated verse style and its 
extended musical-phrase structure from the gospel songs, without the easy performance 
of the latter. The congregation finding these songs too difficult to sing usually surrenders 
the melody and verse to a leader while it hums or listens.”57 Wade also brought brief 
attention to Work’s collaboration with the Library of Congress for a joint study on Black 
folk music in Coahoma County, Mississippi. Overall, Wade helps shape his writings by 
focusing on the less-acknowledged contributions of Work rather than providing the same 
details that every other source has given thus far. Even though the information on 
spiritual arrangements is not a focus within the chapters, Wade contributes the 
understanding that Work’s interests extend beyond commercial music. Concerning 
musical family members, Wade mentions Work’s uncle, Frederick J. Work, noting that 
he played a significant role in “the collection and dissemination of Black folksong.”58 
 
                                                            
55 Stephen Wade, The Beautiful Music All Around Us, 2-4. 
56Ibid.,190-191. 
57 Ibid., 190. 




The previous section covered books regarding Work, but there were also articles 
mentioning John Work III. Garcia, who wrote the aforementioned biography “Life and 
Choral Music of John Wesley Work,” contributed to the entry devoted to the Work 
Family in the database, Oxford Music Online, which was co-authored with Willie Strong. 
John Work I, Frederick Work, John Work III, and Julian Cassander Work (brother) were 
each accorded approximately a paragraph. The segment on John Work III misleadingly 
labeled him as “John W(esley) Work II,” but according to the birth and death dates 
provided and the contributions associated with him, it is clear that his identity should be 
labeled as “John W(esley) Work III.” The item that is labeled “John W(esley) Work I” 
actually referred to his father, John Work II, according to the dates of the projects 
mentioned.59 To many academics, Oxford Music Online is considered an authoritative 
research reference. The fact that it contains these inaccuracies leads to confusion and 
misunderstanding in research. The paragraph did mention Work’s interest in Black folk 
music, but failed to go into much detail about Work’s relationship with Black folk music-
-or any of his music for that matter, hence the need for this thesis.60  
Many of the sources mentioned so far focused on Work’s interest in Black folk 
and sacred song; but, one source in particular pertained to his performance practices in 
spiritual arrangements. Carl Harris, author of “The Negro Spiritual: Stylistic 
Development through Performance Practices,” made some observations of Negro 
                                                            
59 William Burres Garcia and Willie Strong, “Work family,” Grove Music Online, https://www-oxford 
musiconline-com.ezproxy.uky.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9782562592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-0000030571 (accessed March 16, 2021).  
60 Garcia and Strong, “Work family.” 
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spirituals that have been adapted for the concert hall. His objective in this essay was to 
focus on directors of the choral ensembles of Black institutions and discuss their 
harmonic and rhythmic passages of their performed concert spirituals. Harris first 
mentioned George White, the original director of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, who arranged 
Negro spirituals for audiences who normally listened to music of the Western classical 
aesthetic.61 In Harris’ work we see dependency on John Work to interpret George White. 
Harris inserted John Work III’s examination of White’s interpretation of the spiritual: 
Mr. White decided on a style of singing the spiritual 
which eliminated every element that detracted from 
the pure emotion of the song. Harmony was 
diatonic and limited very largely to the primary 
triads and the dominant seventh. Dialect was not 
stressed but was used where it was vital to the spirit 
of the song. Finish, precision, and sincerity were 
demanded by their leader.62 
 
Work observed that White was a simplistic arranger who did not want to overshadow the 
text and its meaning. White did not want to take away from the original style of the 
spiritual, which was further supported in Harris’s next few quotes. He cited Alain 
Locke’s opinions on Work and the ultimate advantage of adapting the Negro spiritual: 
Professor Work rightly estimates this (the college 
choral groups and their tours) a service worth much 
more to the race and the nation than the 
considerable sums of money brought to these 
struggling schools. Indeed it saved a folk art, 
preserved the most perfect registration of the Negro 
                                                            
61 By Western Classical aesthetic, I mean to say music defined by 11th-20th century parts of Europe 
influenced by the Roman Empire. 
62 John W. Work, American Negro Songs: 230 Folk Songs and Spirituals, Religious and Secular (New 
York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1940), 15. Carl Harris, “The Negro Spiritual: Stylistic Development Through 




folk temperament and the most unique embodiment 
of its folk experience.63  
 
Locke also commented on the authentic manner in which the spirituals were performed 
while continuing to impress audiences who were accustomed to classical music. He went 
even further to say that spiritual arrangements can be over-exaggerated, and in that case 
cannot be authentically preserved: 
Over-emphasize the melodic elements of a spiritual, 
and you get a sentimental ballade ‘a la’ Stephen 
Foster. Stress the harmony and you get a cloying 
glee or barbershop chorus. Over-emphasize, on the 
other hand, the rhythmic idiom and instantly you 
secularize the product and it becomes a syncopated 
shout, with the religious tone and mood completely 
evaporated. It is only in a subtle fusion of these 
elements that the genuine folk spiritual exists or that 
it can be recaptured.64 
 
Harris cited several composers, such as R. Nathaniel Dett (1882-1943) who was 
concerned with the rhythmic aspects in the spirituals and applied a more theoretical 
approach to studying the spiritual. He observed that the spirituals-- both those original 
and those adapted--consist of a series of pulses, and that the secondary beats are as strong 
as the primary beats, comparing them to the human pulse. In his conclusion, Harris 
described spirituals as a critical aspect of African-American religious traditions. The 
musical expression of the words of spirituals in the concert hall must be sincere to fully 
capture the essence of the genre.65 The fact that Harris mentioned Work’s stylistic 
practices is good evidence of Work’s concepts in action. The article was brief but helpful, 
                                                            
63 Alain Locke, The Negro and His Music (New York: Arno Press and the New York Times, 1969), 19. 
64 Ibid., 22-23. 
65 Carl Harris, “The Negro Spiritual,” 16. 
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and Harris was accurate in regard to Fisk history. It was one of the few sources that 
introduced any reception of Work’s performance practices. 
In 2006, Mellonee V. Burnim wrote the chapter in African American Music: An 
Introduction titled “Religious Music.” This book was an anthology of different parts of 
African American music history. She cited Work III in two instances: The first was in 
mentioning the “arranged spiritual tradition” and Black composers who developed the 
traditional melodies for concert performance, where she also cited William Dawson, 
Robert Nathaniel Dett, and Undine Smith Moore. The second instance was when she 
specified art songs during the Harlem Renaissance, where she also mentioned William 
Dawson, Eva Jessye, Florence Price, and William Grant Still.66  
 
Archives 
In the research of this thesis, archives have proven to be challenging. This section 
will delineate the collections pertaining to John Work III. The Tennessee State University 
Digital Library contains the historical profiles of African Americans of Tennessee that 
have contributed greatly to the local region, provided by the planning committee of the 
Annual Local Conference on Afro-American Culture and History. The purpose of the 
conference, which began in 1981, was to hold an annual meeting for papers, projects, and 
activities regarding local Tennessee Black culture and history. Members of the Tennessee 
Caucus of Black State Legislators as well as General Assembly members supported this 
                                                            
66 Mellonee V. Burnim and Portia K. Maultsby, eds., African American Music: An Introduction (Routledge, 
2014), https://www.google.com/books/edition/African_American_Music/Q1dWBQAAQBAJ?hl= 
en&gbpv=1&bsq=John%20Work (accessed November 16, 2020). 
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project financially. The leaders of the organization published an article about Work III in 
1995 through the university’s digital library. Linda T. Wynn, a history professor at Fisk 
University, provided in-depth research on Work’s biography, noting particularly that he 
composed his first composition, “Mandy Lou,” at age seventeen. She observed that Work 
served as chair of the Fisk University Department of Music from 1950 to 1957, and that 
he directed the Fisk Jubilee Singers from 1946 until 1956.67 Wynn’s article provided a 
straightforward understanding of John Work III’s position in regard to Negro spirituals, 
and it was useful to furthering Work’s recognition because it is readily accessible online.  
This thesis will address Work’s Negro spiritual arrangements founded on research 
materials archived at the Fisk University Library, primarily at their Special Collections 
Library. Unfortunately, the John Work III materials located there are not conventionally 
processed.68 Additional essential collections have been accessed at the Library of 
Congress, the Center for Black Music Research in Chicago, Illinois, and the Center for 
Popular Music at Middle Tennessee State University, Murfreesboro, Tennessee.  
The Library of Congress contains a valuable collection called “Now What a Time: 
Blues, Gospel, and the Fort Valley Music Festivals, 1938 to 1943” with audio recordings 
of spiritual-singing groups and soloists that Work documented during the festival. It also 
contains letters that Work wrote to Alan Lomax regarding financial details for the 
festival,69 journal reports, correspondence related to the Library of Congress and Fisk 
                                                            
67 Linda T. Wynn, “John Wesley Work, III (1901-1967),” Tennessee State University Digital Library, 
https://ww2.tnstate.edu/library/digital/work.htm (accessed March 15, 2021). 
68 The collection is unprocessed by university standards. However, John Work III’s wife managed to 
compile and organize his collection into boxes, and those were copied onto microfilm. The boxes have 
been separated into distinct categories, such as correspondence, compositions (restricted and unrestricted), 
published articles, Fisk Jubilee Singer tours, books, notes, etc. 




University Mississippi Delta Collection from 1941-1943, and negative photostats of song 
transcriptions by Work (including some songs that were recorded on the Mississippi 
Delta project). Work’s Library of Congress project is mostly ethnographical, since this 
collection addresses Work’s field studies rather than his arrangements of spirituals. The 
Center for Black Music Research holds several documents that reveal Work’s 
compositions in current-day performance and lecture-recitals all over the United States.70 
The findings on Work in the Center are not as inclusive as one might expect; currently it 
serves to survey the influence Work had on colleges and universities. Lastly, the Center 
for Popular Music is “one of the world’s oldest and largest research centers devoted to 
the study of American folk and popular music.”71 The center’s John Wesley Work III 
Collection contains his sound recordings and papers.72 The materials in this collection are 
the result of Gordon’s research for Lost Delta Found that provide insight into much of 
Work’s research methods. Overall, every secondary source can be traced back to primary 
resources from Library of Congress and Fisk Special Collections. Although publications 
by Wade, Wynn, Gordon and Nemerov, Garcia, and other historians and music scholars 
provide some information on Work’s life and compositional output, documentation 
concerning this lesser-known character in the development of Negro spiritual 
                                                            
:work,+john+w.+%28john+wesley%29 (accessed June 5, 2020). 
70 The following items and folders in the Center of Black Music Research contain documents relating to 
John Work III: Item 11606: A Recital in Black : The music of Black composers; Item 10586: Symphony in 
soul; Item 7048: Florida State University School of Music presents : music of black composers around the 
world; Item 5954: The first annual John Wesley Work, III musical lecture; Item 10547: The festival of 
music by black composers; Item 19664: The Ladsonian Foundation Presents The Heritage Symphony 
String Ensemble, 8/6/1998; Item 3174: A Harvest of Music celebrating the life of Dr. Theodore Charles 
Stone, president emeritus., 10/31/1994; Folder 2341:Work, John Wesley, III. 
71 Middle Tennessee State University, “About the Center for Popular Music,” Center for Popular Music, 
https://www.mtsu.edu/popmusic/about.php (accessed June 5, 2020). 
72Middle Tennessee State University, “Work, John Wesley III,” Center for Popular Music, 
https://www.mtsu.edu/popmusic/findingaids/pdfaids/WORKCOLL.pdf (accessed June 5, 2020). 
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A Biography of John Wesley Work III:  His Heritage and Life as Educator, Historian, 
Ethnographer/Collector, and Arranger  
Birth and Heritage 
John Wesley Work III was born on June 15, 1901 in Tullahoma, Tennessee.73 He 
was the first of five children and named after his father and grandfather.74 During my 
investigation with the State Vital Records Office of Tennessee, I was directed to an 
ancestry website for the birth certificates of smaller counties, in which Work was born 
(Coffee County). There are a number of articles that have his birthdate listed as June 15, 
1901 and others listed as July 15, 1901.75 His birth certificate confirms that June 15 is his 
day of birth.76 
Though Work’s roots run deep in Nashville due to his family work history, he 
was actually born in Tullahoma, Tennessee. On the backside of his birth certificate, 
there’s a place that lists the location of birth. It states that his parents were living with his 
aunt at the time of his birth. It is not clear why his parents were living there at the time of 
                                                            
73 Linda T. Wynn, “John W. Work III (1901-1967).”  
74 Other children were Merrill C. Work (1905-1981), Helen E. Work (1908-1986), Julian C. Work (1910-
1995), and Frances S. Work Altson (1918-), Work Family Tree, ancestry.com, https://www.ancestry.com/ 
family-tree/tree/112727802/family/familyview. 
75 Articles listing his birthdate as July 15 are as follows: “John Wesley Work III,” Song of America, 
https://songofamerica.net/composer/work-iii-john-wesley/; “Born July 15 1901 John Wesley Work ‘Rise, 
Shine, For Thy Light is a Comin,’” YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k7Ik9ask19U. Those 
listing June 15: Linda T. Wynn, “John W. Work, III (1901-1967), Tennessee State University Library, 
https://ww2.tnstate.edu/library/digital/work.htm; “John Wesley Work III 1901-1967, The Hymns and 
Carols of Christmas, https://www.hymnsandcarolsofchristmas.com/Hymns_and_Carols/Biographies 
/john_wesley_work.htm; “Composer, John Wesley Work III born,” African American Registry, 
https://aaregistry.org/story/excellent-composer-john-wesley-work-iii/. 
76 Another intriguing observation is that this birth certificate was “delayed” until 1945. In the early 1900s, 
birth certificates were not mandatory (and in Tennessee they were not required by law until 1908) and 
therefore many people did not receive them. Experiences like travel, applying for school, etc., did not 
require those official documents for quite some time.  
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his birth, but one could suspect that they lived with her in order to have assistance with 
the delivery as the baby became due. My speculation is based on the common practice of 
relatives helping with childbirth. It was also the common practice for births to take place 





Figure 1. Delayed birth certificate of John Wesley Work III.77 
 
                                                            
77 “Tennessee, U.S., Delayed Birth Records, 1869-1909 for John Wesley Work,” ancestry.com, 
https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/2282/images/40322_B086838-










Work was born into a family of musicians and scholars. His grandfather, John 
Wesley Work (1848-1923), was a church choir director at First Baptist Church, Capitol 
Hill in Nashville, Tennessee,79 where some of the members of the choir were the first 
Fisk Jubilee Singers. His father, John Wesley Work II (1873-1925), was a folksong 
                                                            
78 “Tennessee, U.S., Delayed Birth Records, 1869-1909 for John Wesley Work,” ancestry.com, https:// 
www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/2282/images/40322_B08683817217?ssrc=&backlabel=Return
&pId=1194664 (accessed February 9, 2021). 
79 Kelly M. Smith, Jr. “Pastor’s Pen,” The Torch 61, no. 5 (February 2020), https://www.firstbaptistcapitol 
hill.org/hp_wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/February-2020-Ver-3.pdf (accessed February 9, 2021). 
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collector and professor of music, Latin, and history at Fisk, and his mother, Agnes 
Haynes Work (1876-1927), was a vocalist who helped train subsequent Fisk Jubilee 
Singers. His uncle, Frederick Jerome Work (1879-1942), collected and arranged 
folksongs, and his younger brother, Julian (1910-1995), was a professional pianist and 
composer.80
  
Figure 3. First Baptist Church, Capitol Hill, 1895-1972. The church was a descendant of 
First Colored Baptist Church that Nelson Merry (1824-1884) of the White First Baptist 
Church established in 1848 as a mission. First Baptist Church, Capitol Hill was located 
on the southwest corner of Charlotte Avenue and Eighth Avenue, North.81 The church 








80 “John Wesley Work III 1901-1967,” The Hymns and Carols of Christmas, https://www.hymnsandcarols 
ofchristmas.com/Hymns_and_Carols/Biographies/john_wesley_work.htm (accessed February 9, 2021). 
81 “African American Historic Sites, Nashville, Tennessee,” Nashville.gov, https://www.nashville.gov/ 
Portals/0/SiteContent/HistoricalCommission/docs/Publications/AAHS-scan.pdf (accessed February 9, 
2021). 





Work began his musical instruction at the Daniel Hand Training School (also 
called the Daniel Hand Model School), an institution devoted to Black education.83 
According to the Fisk University News 9:8 in 1919, the Daniel Hand Training School was 
a grade school that educated students who would today be considered elementary and 
middle schoolers and enrolled mostly Nashville natives because there were no 
dormitories like most boarding schools.84 Students under thirteen years old were admitted 
into the school.85 The first four years of the curriculum consisted of music, handwork, 
literary subjects, arithmetic, and sewing. This school was for “observation and practice” 
for the Normal Department of Fisk University and provided a place for students to 
prepare for teaching.86 It is at this training school that we have the earliest records of 
Work’s music education from an institution. It is noted in the aforementioned volume of 
the newsletter that Work took piano at the Daniel Hand Training School when he was in 
the seventh grade in 1913.87 He then attended Fisk High School, which offered secondary 
grade school education and was a conduit to Fisk University.88 Students who attended the 
                                                            
83 Daniel Hand (1801-1891)83 was a major benefactor for the education of African Americans in the South. 
In 1888, Hand gave over one million dollars to the American Missionary Association with the objective of 
opening more public and private institutions for African Americans. During the late 1800s, Hand’s 
donation was the largest contribution given to the American Missionary Association. Don Rankin, “Daniel 
Hand (1801-1891),” Madison Historical Society, https://www.madisonhistory.org/daniel-hand/ (accessed 
February 9, 2021). 
84 “The Daniel Hand Training School,” Fisk University News 9, no. 8 (April 1919): 14, Google Books, 
https://www.google.com/books/edition/_/msPt_l5EmpUC?gbpv=1 (accessed September 19, 2020). 
85 “The Daniel Hand Training School,” Catalogue of the Officers and Students of Fisk University, 
Nashville, TN, for 1899/1900-1908/1909, HathiTrust Digital Library, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id= 
uiug.30112098094086&view=2up&seq=513&size=125&q1=Daniel%20Hand (accessed February 9, 2021). 
86 “The Daniel Hand Training School,” Fisk University News 9, no. 8 (April 1919): 14, Google Books, 
https://www.google.com/books/edition/_/msPt_l5EmpUC?gbpv=1 (accessed September 19, 2020). 
87 “Daniel Hand Training School: Seventh Grade,” Catalogue of the Students and Officers of Fisk 
University, Nashville, Tennessee, 1909-1913/1914, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uiug.3011209 
7768557&view=1up&seq=516&q1=John%20Work (accessed February 9, 2021). 
88 Shenika John Jordan, “John Wesley Work III,” Christie Finn, ed., Song of America, https://songof 
america.net/composer/work-iii-john-wesley/ (accessed February 9, 2021). 
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high school did not have to take an entrance examination to be accepted at the university, 
unlike students who attended another secondary school.89 The straightforward path 
through these interconnected schools on the Fisk campus kept him close to his musical 
family and close to Fisk music, a primarily Black sacred music tradition.90  
 
Figure 4. Daniel Hand Model School, circa 1900.91 
 
 
Work went on to attend Fisk University, continuing in his relatives’ footsteps. 
John Work II, Frederick Jerome Work, and Nona Work (Work III’s first cousin, daughter 
of Frederick Work) are also alumni of Fisk.92 Despite Work’s continuous career in music, 
                                                            
89 “The Daniel Hand Training School,” Fisk University News 9, no. 8. 
90 All these schools were connected: The Daniel Hand Training School, Fisk High School, Fisk College 
(which included the Normal School for training teachers), The Department of Music, and Graduate Studies. 
All of these separate sections combined to form Fisk University. Neither Fisk High School nor the Daniel 
Hand Training School exists today. Fisk University News 9, no. 8 (April 1919), HathiTrust Digital Library, 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015076432940&view=image&seq=1 (accessed February 9, 
2021). 
91 J.G. Merrill, “Fisk University,” American Missionary Association, HathiTrust Digital Library, 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=emu.010001334316&view=1up&seq=8 (accessed February 9, 2021). 
92 Fisk University Special Collections Library, Nona I. Work Collection, Fisk.edu, 
https://www.fisk.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/work-nonai.collection1839-1972.pdf (accessed 
September 19, 2020). 
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history was his first degree. Concurrent with his history curriculum, he enrolled in music 
courses to sharpen his abilities as composer and teacher. His discipline in history and 
training in composition and theory provided a useful foundation for investigative and 
documentary research on folk music. He obtained his Bachelor of Arts degree in history 
from Fisk University on June 6, 1923.93  
After graduation from Fisk University, Work attended the Institute of Musical Art 
in New York City (now the Juilliard School of Music), where he studied with 
Gardner Lamson (1855-1940), an American baritone opera singer who often toured in 
Germany and a founding member of the American Academy of Teachers of Singing.94 
Work’s training with Lamson prepared him for his first assignment as Fisk University 
faculty. In 1927, while Work was still training in New York, his mother passed away. 
Since she had the position of teaching the Fisk Jubilee Singers, Work came home to Fisk 
to take over the position.95 His full-time training and graduation from the institute came 
to a halt, but he continued lessons during the summer by studying with Samuel 
Gardner (1891-1984), a Russian, Jewish violinist and composer who taught at the 
Institute of Musical Art,96 and Howard Talley (dates unidentified), who was an instructor 
of theory, composition, ear-training, and keyboard harmony at the same 
                                                            
93 “Bachelor of Arts Degrees, John W. Work III-Edith Carr McFall,” Fisk Special Collections Library, John 
Wesley Work, III Collection (microfilm), Box 16, Folder 6.  
94 “Gardner Lamson’s Recital: An American Singer Returned from Germany in Songs and Dramatic 
Selections,” The New York Times (12/08/1911) nytimes.com, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1911/12/08/archives/gardner-lamsons-recital-an-american-singer-returned-from-
germany-in.html (accessed October 6, 2020). 
95 Correspondence of Work receiving and accepting this offer has yet to be found. 
96 Archives at Yale, The Samuel Gardner Papers, Archives.yale.edu, https://archives.yale.edu/repositories 
/6/resources/10613 (accessed September 20, 2020). 
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institution.97 Although Work’s studies continued, there is no record of him graduating 
from this institution. 
Work began attending Columbia University’s Teacher College98 for his Master of 
Arts degree by completing a series of courses during the summer months while working 
at Fisk University as a full-time vocal instructor during the Fall and Spring semesters.99 
During that same year, he married his Fisk University classmate, Edith Carr McFall 
(1903-1995).100  
                                                            
97 V. Howard Talley, “Rudiments of Music: A Detailed Study in Music Essentials.” Journal of Research in 
Music Education 4, no. 2 (October 1956): 144–45, SAGE Journals, https://doi.org/10.1177/002242945600 
400221 (accessed October 6, 2020). 
98 Columbia University Alumni Register, 1754-1931, compiled by the Committee on general catalogue, 
HathiTrust Digital Library, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.b4525470&view=2up&seq 
=995&size=150&q1=John%20Wesley%20Work (accessed February 9, 2021).  
99 The Teachers College at Columbia University is currently active as the “Hybrid Summer M.A. in Music 
and Music Education,” in which students can “complete the program while continuing to work by taking a 
combination of online courses during the academic year and on-campus courses during two Summer 
Residencies.” “Frequently Asked Questions,” Teachers College Columbia University, 
https://musiconlinehybrid.tc.columbia.edu/about-teachers-college/faq/ (accessed February 9, 2021). 
100 “John Wesley Work III,” https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/112727802/person/300102 





Figure 5. Note from Dr. and Mrs. W.E.B. Du Bois to John Wesley Work and Edith Carr 
McFall, September 7, 1928.101 
 
 
During Work’s enrollment in this program, he traveled to New York each summer for 
these courses. Although his method of housing was not documented, it is probable that he 
stayed on campus in short-term housing. I say this because Columbia University 
                                                            
101 Note from Dr. and Mrs. W. E. B. Du Bois to John Wesley Work and Edith Carr McFall, September 7, 
1928, Du Bois, W. E. B. (William Edward Burghardt), 1868-1963, W. E. B. Du Bois Papers, Special 





practiced segregated housing at the time.102 Columbia had more Black graduate students 
than undergraduates enrolled during this time period. Those students did stay on campus, 
although there were instances of racial violence (burning crosses, threats) toward 
individuals.103 He began his first summer with Advanced Interpretation of Standard Song 
Literature under Professor Butler, Musical Literature and Criticism under instructors 
Mohler and Norris, Advanced Composition under Mr. Gardner, and Musical Art under 
Professor Kwalwasser. He obtained B’s and C’s for those courses. In the summer of 
1929, he returned to Columbia University and registered for Public Speaking under Mr. 
Black, Advanced Composition under Mr. Gardner, Philosophy of Education under 
Professor Kilpatrick and Raup, and Supervision of School Music under Professor 
Dykema, scoring A’s and B’s according to his documents. 104  These courses, especially 
Philosophy of Education105 and Supervision of School Music, further developed Work for 
a career in administration in the Fisk University Music Department. Additionally, his 
study at Columbia focused on composition, which would prove to be a useful in his 
musical career with the Fisk Jubilee Singers. 
Work concluded his coursework at Columbia University in the summer of 1930 
by taking Problem in Teaching and Supervising Appreciation under Mr. Mohler and Miss 
Pitts, Advanced Orchestration (instructor not listed), and Problems in Institutional Music 
                                                            
102 Mary T. Freeman, “Post-1965: Columbia and the Legacy of Slavery,” Columbia University and Slavery, 
columbia.edu, https://columbiaandslavery.columbia.edu/content/post-1865-columbia-and-legacy-slavery 
(accessed March 7, 2021). 
103 Ibid. 
104 Fisk Special Collections Library, John Work Mircofilm, Box 8. 
105 “Course description: A study of the philosophical background of modern education; the nature of the 
individual in its bearing upon educational aims; the nature of society, moral ideals, mobilization of thought 
and free activity in education; the relation of democracy to different types of education. Lectures, text book 





under Dr. Van de Wall, which were additional courses to influence his compositional and 
educational endeavors. He earned his Master’s degree that year after completing his 
scope of study, “A Discussion of the Origin, Growth, and Nature of the Folk Songs of the 
American Negro.”106 Much of this research discussed the nature of the American Negro 
in regards to shaping new genres of music. His thesis covered spirituals, blues, work 
songs, and social and miscellaneous songs. On his “Form for Completed Study,” he 
stated under his findings that  
Although many of the songs107 show traces of African 
influence, and a few of them, the influence of prevailing 
American songs, nevertheless they are essentially original 
creations. So far as the singer of the songs is concerned the 
rhythmic figures of the music is of far greater importance 
than the meanings of the words. These songs also reflect 
the life and thoughts of the American Negro of the period 
in which they developed.108  
 
Work expressed that although folk songs of African Americans contained both African 
influence and American influence, they are undoubtedly original creations of the African-
American people. This idea goes back to the arguments of the origin of the spirituals. To 
suggest that one has to choose between the Negro spiritual being influenced by people of 
African descent or by people of European descent (Black or White) disregards the history 
of the United States and the influence the slave trade brought on this American musical 
formation. Negro spirituals have both European and African influence, just as several 
                                                            
106 A scope of study is equivalent to a thesis in modern day academia. It must also be noted that his actual 
thesis was not able to be found, but Columbia University does have record of him graduating from the 
Teachers College, and I found the scope of study on a completed form for his degree in Fisk University 
Special Collections. 
107 spirituals, work songs, etc. 
108John Work Microfilm, Box 1, Folder 9. 
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cultures influence the people of the United States. Therefore, he is describing Negro 
spirituals as a uniquely African-American phenomenon that demonstrates the history of 
African descendants in the United States under particular conditions. Furthermore, he 
posited that while the lyrics of these folk songs are of importance, a Black singer of 
Negro folk songs focuses primarily on the rhythm of the song, and the rhythm comes 
before all other elements of music in this genre. Although partially accurate, this 
statement could be contested because he is making a bold claim that the rhythm is the 
most important element in a spiritual to the singer. However, the lyrics are also crucial in 
spirituals, for they represent sacred texts from the Bible that people used to cope with the 
struggles of their everyday life as an oppressed people. Nevertheless, Work’s findings 
provided a collection of Negro folk songs, and he marked the genre as significant because 
they are original art forms. He dedicated the rest of his life to this style of song, both 
sacred and secular. 
During the years 1931-1933, Work was awarded two Julius Rosenwald 
Foundation Fellowships.109 These fellowships allowed Work to take two years leave from 
teaching at Fisk University in order to obtain a Bachelor of Music degree from Yale 
University in 1933.110 Yale University offered music concentrations in history, theory, 
                                                            
109 Rosenwald’s Sears business success encouraged him to become a philanthropist. On his fiftieth birthday, 
he donated the equivalence of eighteen million dollars today to charities, cultural institutions and social 
causes primarily in Chicago but also throughout the United States. More than half of these funds he made 
sure went to African Americans. One of his greatest examples of this effort was building YMCA facilities 
in African-American communities throughout Chicago. The Rosenwald Fellowships began when Ernest 
Just of Howard University partnered with him in an effort to provide educational opportunities to those in 
the humanities. Other recipients of this award include W.E.B Dubois, Langston Hughes, John Hope 
Franklin, and Marian Anderson, Julius Rosenwald, Philanthropist, nps.gov, 
https://www.nps.gov/liho/planyourvisit/upload/Julius-Rosenwald- 
Home.pdf (accessed February 9, 2021). 
110 Rosenwald was the Sears, Roebuck and Company magnate and developed the fund in 1917 for the 
“equalization of opportunities among Americans,” particular African-Americans students and scholars in 
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and composition that would help Work further develop his skills to continue his 
investigation on Negro folk songs.  John Work IV was born the year of his graduation.111 
His second son, Frederick Taylor Work, was born two years later.112 Focusing on his 
teaching obligations and his new family, Work continued to teach at Fisk University 
without taking on any major projects for the next few years. In 1937, Work moved into 
the Victorian-style house that is still located on Fisk University campus.113 This transition 
was significant because he was located closer to campus and therefore much more 
involved and available to the campus community as well as the Black community in 
Nashville. Work spent the rest of his career at Fisk, until his retirement in 1966. He 
served as a teacher, chairman of the Fisk University Department of Music, and director of 
the Fisk Jubilee Singers (1946-1956).  
                                                            
the South. These fellowships dissolved in 1948 (The fund was meant to be temporary) and are no longer 
available. Amistad Research Center, Julius Rosenwald Fund (1917-1948), Amistadresearch 
center.tulane.edu, http://amistadresearchcenter.tulane.edu/archon/?p=creators/creator&id=154 (accessed 
September 25, 2020). 
111 “John Wesley Work III,” ancestry.com, https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/112727802 
/person/300102839497/facts?_phsrc=xWG33&_phstart=successSource (accessed February 9, 2021). 
112 Ibid. 
113 Craig Swain, ed., “The John Wesley Work Home,” The Historical Marker Database, https://www 




Figure 6. John W. Work Home, Fisk University, Nashville, Tennessee, July 1978.114 
                                                            
114 Nashville Public Library’s Digital Collections, https://nashville.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/nr/ 




Figure 7. Faculty group of Fisk University, circa 1946. Work, John Wesley, 1901-1967; 
Smith, Harold; Faulkner, William J., 1891-1987; Yoder, Theodore; Cady, Lyman; Foster, 
Mayme U.; Johnson, Charles Spurgeon, 1893-1956; Davis, Helen Young; Taylor, 











115 Nashville Public Library’s Digital Collections, https://nashville.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/ 




Researcher and Ethnographer 
The documenting and preserving of Black culture in the United States was 
important to Work. True to his interests, he involved himself with recording projects in 
the late 1930s and early 1940s. With the collaboration of the Library of Congress, Work 
recorded songs of the Holloway High School Quartet (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), the 
Fort Valley Music Festival (Fort Valley, Georgia), and local musicians of Coahoma 
County, Mississippi. 
 Work recorded sacred music performed by a group of young men from 
Murfreesboro, Tennessee called the Holloway High School Quartet in 1940. Its members 
were Zema Richardson, Warren Johnson, Anthony Winrow, and Richard Gregory. All of 
these men were out of high school by the time Work recorded their singing.116 He had 
proved through his writing that he was interested in the changes in Black church music 
(See article “Changing Patterns in Negro Folk Songs”),117 and this quartet sang in a style 
influenced by Thomas Dorsey by adding blues and jazz idioms to sacred music, a style 
that would later be known as gospel.118 Their recorded version of “Little David” 
incorporated a swing rhythm to the song.119 Their performance of “Daniel Saw the Stone” 
                                                            
116 Richard Gregory was the youngest singer at 19 years old. Warren Johnson was in college and had 
enlisted in the Army at some point, Zema Richardson left school after eighth grade. He also served in 
WWII. Anthony Winrow was the oldest singer and was possibly drafted for WWI. This information is 
based off Stephanie Hall’s “Caught My Ear: The Holloway High School Quartet,” a blog on Library of 
Congress’ website. 
117 John Work III. “Changing Patterns in Negro Folk Songs,” Journal of American Folklore 62, no. 244 
(April-June 1949). 
118 Stephanie Hall, “Caught My Ear: The Holloway High School Quartet,” Blogs.Loc.Gov, https://blogs. 
loc.gov/folklife/2019/02/holloway-high-school-quartet/ (accessed October 6, 2020). 
119 Warren G. Johnson, Richard Gregory, Zema Richardson, Anthony Winrow, John W. Work, and 





was even more intriguing with the addition of falsetto notes in the chorus.120 Work 
believed that spirituals were being recast in this new style.121 However, it seems this new 
genre did not affect the more conservative tendencies of his spiritual arrangements. 
Work joined Charles Johnson (1893-1956),122 the chair of the sociology 
department of Fisk University, Lewis Jones (1910-1979), a sociology professor at Fisk 
University, and Samuel Adams (1920-2001),123 a sociology student at Fisk University, to 
work in partnership with the Library of Congress in compiling a collection of Mississippi 
Delta folk songs for the Archive of American Folk Song. They chose Coahoma County, 
Mississippi as their area of focus because it was quickly becoming an urban, commercial 
area that would soon lose its remembrance of rural music forms. The project was 
undertaken during the summers of 1941 and 1942. Correspondence between Work, as the 
head of the Fisk University team, and Alan Lomax, the head of the Archive of American 
Folk Song, documented the project.124  
Work’s idea for the Coahoma County project was inspired by a news report in the 
Nashville Banner. The article reported a fire that killed hundreds of people at a social 
event in Natchez, Mississippi in 1940.125 He believed that the one-year anniversary of 
                                                            
120 Warren G. Johnson, Richard Gregory, Zema Richardson, Anthony Winrow, John W. Work, and 
Holloway High School Quartet, “Daniel Saw the Stone,” Murfreesboro, Tennessee, 1941, Audio, 
https://www.loc.gov 
/item/ftvbib000002/. 
121Stephanie Hall, “Caught My Ear: The Holloway High School Quartet.”  
122 Charles Johnson became the first black president of Fisk University in October 1946. 
123 Amy Essington, “Samuel Clifford Adams Jr. (1920-2001),” Blackpast.org, https://www.blackpast.org/ 
african-american-history/adams-samuel-clifford-jr-1920-2001/ (accessed March 15, 2021). 
124 Library of Congress, “About This Collection: Now What a Time: Blues, Gospel, and the Fort Valley 
Music Festivals, 1938-1943,” www.loc.gov, https://www.loc.gov/collections/blues-gospel-and-the-fort-
valley-music-festivals/about-this-collection/ (accessed October 6, 2020). 
125 “212 Negro Die in Natchez Fire in Dance Hall,” Nashville Banner front page, April 24, 1940, Samuel C. 
Adams, Lewis Wade Jones, and John Wesley Work. Lost Delta Found: Rediscovering the Fisk University-
Library of Congress Coahoma County Study, 1941-1942, ed. by Robert Gordon and Bruce Nemerov 
(Nashville, Tennessee: Vanderbilt University Press, 2005), 293. 
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this event would be a great opportunity to document the musical traditions in the area. 
Consequently, he quickly emailed the president of Fisk University, Thomas Elsa Jones, 
about his interest in recording the music from the festival.126 However, Work did not just 
collect songs.  He also observed the entire social context including performance practice, 
and song creation.  
Also during that summer, he decided to focus on every facet of the traditional 
music in Natchez and throughout the Delta region of Mississippi.127 Work’s involvement 
with the Coahoma County study proved to be an expensive endeavor, and he would need 
more funding. In order to obtain more funding, he would collaborate with Alan Lomax 
and the Library of Congress. This collaboration would be a reciprocal relationship. All 
parties would benefit from each other’s resources and expertise.  As stated by the Library 
of Congress’ guide to The Library of Congress-Fisk University Mississippi Delta 
Collection: 
This project was the first racially mixed field study in the 
Deep South. Racial tension was high in the Delta at the 
time of the study, and cooperation was necessary. Fisk 
University needed the backing of the federal government in 
the form of the Library of Congress, while Alan Lomax 
needed the help of Black scholars to overcome racial 
suspicion and to facilitate rapport with informants.128 
 
Work’s involvement with this project was vital to gain trust and solicit information from 
the community for the Library of Congress agents. However, he initially understood that 
                                                            
126 Samuel C. Adams, Lewis Wade Jones, and John Wesley Work. Lost Delta Found: Rediscovering the 
Fisk University-Library of Congress Coahoma County Study, 1941-1942, ed. by Robert Gordon and Bruce 
Nemerov (Nashville, Tennessee: Vanderbilt University Press, 2005), 1. 
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his name would not directly receive recognition for the research. In Lost Delta Found, 
Nemerov quoted Work’s sentiments about acknowledgement for the project: 
[Work] recognized a distinction between the collector or 
traveler who gathered the music, and the scholar or scientist 
who transcribed and analyzed it and prepared it for 
publication. He may have regarded Lomax’s role as 
principally that of collector, not as scholar—and in so 
thinking he would have been exactly right. Work probably 
regarded his scholarship, and the published work that was 
to come out of it, as pre-eminent and far more important 
than Lomax’s collection of the material. Indeed, Lomax 
was incapable of Work’s kind of scholarship, and Work 
knew it.129 
 
In 1943, Work traveled to the Fort Valley Music Festival, where he recorded 
several local musicians, including the Smith Band performing the “Smithy Rag,” a 
ragtime piece with banjo, bass fiddle, guitar and an unidentified instrument, Bus Ezell’s 
version of a popular song, “Are You from Dixie,” by Jack Yellen130 and George Linus 
Cobb,131 which Ezell called “Dixie Line,” and Sidney Stripling 132 singing a song he 
called “Standing on a Corner Smoking a Cheap Cigar,” which seems to be a variant of a 
folk ballad of a hobo’s life, “Danville Girl.” He collected examples of blues, such as “Po’ 
Boy a Long Way from Home,” sung and played on guitar by Sonny Chestain. The style 
of guitar playing in this recording was new among the blues styles of the early twentieth 
                                                            
129 Gordon and Nemerov, Lost Delta Found, 21. 
130 Polish songwriter of Broadway and film score. Songwriters Hall of Fame, “Jack Yellen,” Songhall.org, 
https://www.songhall.org/profile/Jack_Yellen (accessed October 6, 2020). 
131 Composer of ragtime Ted Tjaden, “The Rags Of George Cobb,” Ragtimepiano.ca, http://www.ragtime 
piano.ca/rags/cobb.htm (accessed October 6, 2020). 
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century, influenced by the introduction of slide guitar in recordings of Hawaiian 
performers and also related to the African-American single-stringed slide instrument, the 
diddley bow.133 The piano was a fairly new addition to African-American music in the 
less-affluent parts of the South during the early 1900s and thought to be an instrument for 
sophisticated music, because it was expensive. Work had the opportunity to record an 
example of blues piano, “My Fat Hipted Mamma,” played by Charles Ellis.134 
 
Fisk Jubilee Singers Tour 
One of Work’s most impactful duties at Fisk University occurred in 1956 when he 
led the Fisk Jubilee Singes on a European tour. This tour, which encompassed France, 
England, Portugal, Spain, and all of Germany (post-World War II), resulted in the most 
recorded interaction of Work at Fisk University because he kept a daily journal writing 
about his experiences on this journey. It lasted from September 19 to December 12, 1956, 
and Irwin Parnes (manager), Anne Gamble Kennedy (accompanist), and Edith Work 
(chaperone) assisted him.135  
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Smith, Gwendolyn Smith, and Antoinette Williams. Altos – Gloria Foster, Schelysture Gordon, Winifred 
Perpener, and Martha Potts. Tenors – George Adams, Paul Jackson, Orlando Lightfoot, and Harold Wilson. 
Bassses – James McDonald, Delano O’Banion, Eugene White, and Thomas Witt. John Wesley Work III, 
“The Tour of Europe by the Fisk Jubilee Singers: September 19 – December 12, 1956,” John Work III 




Figure 8. Fisk Jubilee Singers Ready for Third European Tour, standing in front of the 
Fisk Memorial Chapel.136 
 
 
The singers gave two concerts in the United States before heading to Europe for several 
weeks. Their first destination was Evansville, Indiana at the Agoga Tabernacle on 
September 19, 1956. Although the singers gave a strong performance, “terrible and very 
bothersome echoes” bothered Work. Less than a hundred people were in the audience, 
but the reviews from the newspapers and audience were excellent.137 Two days later, 
W.J. Trent of the United Negro College Fund invited the singers to perform at the 
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Cosmopolitan Club in New York City to capture the attention of philanthropists John D. 
Rockefeller and John Hay Whitney. Their aim was to gain some new patrons. Rockefeller 
and Whitney were not in attendance, but the concert, comprising an audience of majority 
Fisk alumni, went well and received much praise.138 
In New York before their departure to Europe, Work participated in a press 
conference with Voice of America, New York News, and other newspapers about the 
history of the singers and their current tour. They boarded the cruise ship Liberté on 
September 22, as documented in Work’s journal entry titled “Off to the Liberté.” He 
made a point to address his confusion while aboard by referring to the ship as a 
“labyrinth,” and was “ashamed” that everyone else seemed to have no problems 
navigating the structure.139 He especially commented on the students’ energy on board:  
The restlessness of the Singers disturbs me a little because 
it is robbing them of needed rest and takes them out in the 
decks where the chilly fall air is contributing to sore and 
rough throats. Several cases of mal de mer140 have the 
youngsters ‘under the weather.’ 
 
Irwin Parnes, manager of the singers, made a deal where Work and his colleagues could 
move up to second-class cabins if the singers performed two concerts while onboard.141 
They ended up singing Work’s arrangements for “Done Made My Vow to the Lord,” “I 
Couldn’t Hear Nobody Pray,” “I Want Jesus to Walk with Me,” “His Name So Sweet,” “I 
Got a House in Baltimore,” “Danse Africane,” “Grigi, Grigi,” and “Daniel, Servant of the 
Lord.”142 
                                                            
138 John Wesley Work III, “The Tour of Europe by the Fisk Jubilee Singers,” September 21. 
139 Originally designed to be a German navy ship, the SS Europa was seized during World War II and 
transferred to French control, where it was renamed SS Liberté.  
140 The French phrase “Mal de mer” means “seasickness.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “mal de 
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Work titled his next entry “Disembarkation at Le Havre and Boarding Train for 
Paris,” on September 28. To mention an interesting aside, upon their arrival, and 
throughout their tour in Europe, Work would openly complain about the singers’ heavy 
bags: “What a job handling all of the Singers’ bags is! Whoever handles the Jubilee 
Singers on a subsequent European tour can take this very good advice – reduce the 
number of bags to a minimum. ‘Bags are headaches’!” Once they traveled to Frankfurt, 
they met their escort, Fraulein Gerda Brandenburg,143 and they gave their first European 
concert, in which the audience gave an outstanding response for “Jesus Lay Your Head in 
the Window” and “Were You There?” Work stressed how much the Germans loved their 
concerts more than the audiences in the United States.144  
The month of October was a series of nonstop concerts and exhaustion for Work 
and the singers, beginning with their night concert in Munich and one the next day in 
Nuremburg. Work had become upset, as can be seen by his quote: “Under the 
chaperonage of Fraulein Brandenburg and Mrs. Work, the Singers went out on the town. 
Being a trifle upset over an argument with Irwin Parnes about the selection of encores I 
declined to go with the youngsters and remained at the hotel.”145 The next day, October 3, 
they traveled to Leipzig,146 which proved to be inconvenient because they needed to 
review passports and declarations in order to enter the “Russian Zone.”147 Work said this 
concert was the highlight for them because it was the largest audience thus far, and a 
Leipzig conductor (name not mentioned) labeled them as “the best chorus to sing in 
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Leipzig in many years.” The next day they performed in Berlin after another “annoying” 
inspection (passport inspection).148 Next, they traveled to Düsseldorf, where an American 
Consul said the following about their performance: “no musical performance in 
Dusseldorf had won such applause and approbation. Not even Porgy and Bess!”149 On 
October 6, which is the historical day the original Jubilee Singers went on tour to save the 
school in 1871 (also known as Jubilee Day), Work’s singers gave a successful concert in 
Cologne.150 
Although the concerts were filled with enthusiastic audiences and the singers gave 
a professional performance, exhaustion sometimes led to conflict among the traveling 
performers. By October 7 at their concert in Hamburg, three-fourths of the singers had 
bad colds and sore throats.151 Their illness affected their performance attitude in 
Luxembourg the next day. They were an hour and a half late for that concert due to a late 
train arrival, but the audience was still enthusiastic and applauded for “Jesus Lay Your 
Head in the Window” and “Were You There.” However, Work became angry with the 
singers because they refused to give their audience a requested encore. He felt that the 
singers could have at least given the audience an encore because they waited so long for 
them to arrive. The singers were tired of the tour by now and wanted to go home. Work 
said he worried about the singers’ refusal toward his demands and received no sleep that 
night.152 Some of the senior singers spoke to the younger singers overnight without 
Work’s knowledge and scolded them for their disrespect toward Work. He said by the 
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time he met them the next morning “each of the complainers who had been so outspoken 
the night before came to me and held my hand.”153  
Through the weeks of October 11-23 they traveled to London, Brussels, The 
Hague, Paris, Cologne, back to Paris, Bilbao, and San Sebastian. They taped sessions 
with BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation) for a Christmas program and a regular 
program and sang “Carol of the Bells,” “Wasn’t That a Mighty Day,” “Three Kings,” 
“Glory to that Newborn King,” “Lo! How a Rose E’er Blooming,” “This Little Light of 
Mine,” “Jesus Lay Your Head in the Window,” and “New Born,” several of these 
arranged by Work. The concert in San Sebastian apparently raised a sensitive issue for 
the singers and Work. The singers interpreted the audience’s strict request for only Black 
songs as a declaration of devaluation. After the singers performed a classical selection, 
the president of the hosting society made a complaint to Work about their selection and 
insisted they sing nothing but spirituals. The singers felt that the audience was type-
casting them to only sing a certain genre of music: 
The concert was well received although the president of the 
Society protested our use of the English Madrigal “Fire, Fire, 
My Heart” as our final encore instead of singing a spiritual. 
The Singers frequently raise the old complaint that has some 
validity, that Negro singers are being typed unfavorably when 
they yield to pressure to sing spirituals exclusively. The 
majority of educated Negroes and our Jubilee Singers feel that 
the constant practice of Negro performers appearing in 
activities or roles which depict childlike simplicity only 




153 John Wesley Work III, “The Tour of Europe by the Fisk Jubilee Singers,” October 9. 
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Rightfully so, the singers felt that they were being typecast, to which Work provided a 
valid rebuttal in his entry, which also gives a glimpse to his essential perception of the 
Jubilee Singers: 
I conceive of the Jubilee Singers as an intensively and 
uniquely trained small choral ensemble made up of 
carefully selected voices, which is capable of performing 
the best ensemble music available from any era or nation 
but giving emphasis to the spiritual in its repertory. 
Spirituals selected for this group are the most moving and 
beautiful which can be found. The comical ones, or those 
with ‘jump-up’ rhythm are used very sparingly – usually as 
third or fourth encores. I have to contend daily with Mr. 
Parnes who insists that these are the songs the audiences 
come to hear. Certainly audience response on this tour 
refutes his contention because “Were You There,” “Lay 
Your Head in the Window” and “I Want Jesus to Walk 
with Me” have received much more applause than the 
‘jump-up.’ The beautiful, well sung spiritual is unmatched 
by other small choral pieces in its audience appeal.155  
 
Both the singers’ and Work’s points were understandable. It is understandable that the 
singers, who were going to school for a Western education, wanted to show audiences 
that they could perform Western classical repertoire. However, Work is correct in that 
classical repertoire is not what made the Fisk Jubilee Singers famous, but the 
performance of spirituals was their trademark. He explains that he does not fill the 
concert program with songs one would find in some sort of comical act, but choral 
selections that display the true beauty of the genre.  
The next day they traveled to Lisbon for a concert. Work feared that the singers 
were too exhausted and not ready to perform. Additionally, the program was based on a 
performance proposal he submitted a few months prior, and the singers had not 
rehearsed. He was particularly concerned about his preparation because the sponsors 
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were reputed to be the oldest musical society in Europe. However, the performance was 
well-received and they won the audience. After the concert, Work, his colleagues, and the 
singers were invited to spend time with Marquesa de Cadaval, patron to the arts.156 They 
arrived at her palace the following day and enjoyed the scenery, conversation, and 
food.157 The next several days of concerts were in Spain, where Work consistently 
commented on the cold weather and the cold audiences.158  
Work titled November 5-21, the French stage of the tour, as “Jeunesses Musicales 
de France.” At this time, Work began to be bothered by “spells of shortness of breath, 
chest congestion, and dizzy headaches.” He ordered Anne Gamble Kennedy, the piano 
accompanist, to take over the tour while he returned to Paris for medical treatment and 
rest. According to his description, Jeunesses Musicales de France was a program 
designed by the French government to provide opportunities for “the development of a 
high level of music appreciation among its young people.”159 The organization arranged 
for specific concerts and recitals throughout France for children. All works that were not 
spirituals were deleted from their programs because the sole purpose of this program was 
to introduce youth to music from different cultures.160 Work and his wife rejoined the 
singers on November 22.161 
Over the next few days the singers gave concerts in Turin, Florence, and Genoa in 
Italy.162 They reached Milan for a television program on November 26 and encountered a 
negative experience. The producer wanted all secular music for the program, but Mr. 
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Parnes insisted that they have at least some spirituals, their trademark repertoire. They 
were able to get some spirituals on the program, but then they also found out that the 
producer was going to show projected images of “grotesque Negro caricatures” while 
they were singing. Work and the singers objected to this idea and had some of the ugliest 
images removed. However, they were stranded without transportation at the end of the 
show due to their conflict with the producer.163 
The last of the European concerts was in Ivrea, Milan, Bolzoni, Sicily, Palermo, 
Messina, and Rome. When they boarded the Liberté to head back to the United States, 
they gave another concert on the ship. They arrived in New York on December 12 and 
back in Nashville the next day greeted by faculty, family, and students.164 
 





163 John Wesley Work III, “The Tour of Europe by the Fisk Jubilee Singers,” November 26. 
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165 “Jubilee Singers on Tour in Europe Circa 1956,” Fisk Jubilee Singer Alumni, Facebook.com, 
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Baptist Standard Hymnal 
A facet of Work’s life that is not documented, such as his projects with the 
Library of Congress, is his revision of the Baptist Standard Hymnal. A few years after the 
tour with the Fisk Jubilee Singers, Work was tasked with another assignment that had the 
potential of being one of his greatest achievements as a music scholar. In 1960, Work 
was appointed as the chairman of the committee for the revision of the Baptist Standard 
Hymnal. The director of publications for the hymnal was Jesse Jai McNeil. He wrote the 
official letter from the Sunday School Publishing Board requesting Work’s commitment 
to the revision. 166 McNeil (1874-1961) was the pastor of the Tabernacle Baptist Church 
in Detroit, Michigan, a professor of Christian education at the California Baptist 
Theological Seminary, in Covina, California, and the author of The Preacher-Prophet in 
Mass Society, Moments in His Presence, and Mission in Metropolis.167 Robert Bradley, 
director of the Sunday School Publishing Board, gave Work a list of musicians to 
consider for the revision.168 After Work accepted the position, he extended letters to 
people inviting them to become a part of the revision. He wrote to William Dawson 
(1899-1990),169 whom he referred to as “Bill,” showing a close acquaintance, on July 14 
to write a hymn for the new edition. Dawson accepted the request on August 3. Work 
                                                            
166The Sunday School Publishing Board was a part of the National Baptist Convention. It was established 
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also wrote to William Grant Still (in an undated letter) to write a hymn for the new 
edition as well, and Still accepted on July 28.170 Work also wrote to Edward Boatner to 
accept a position on the editorial board on July 20, and he accepted on August 19th.171  
Edward Boatner later wrote a letter to Work about adding, revising, and omitting hymns. 
He wanted to incorporate at least twenty Negro spirituals in the new edition and ten 
anthems by Black composers.  Work also reached out to Wendell Whalum for the 
advisory committee on July 20, and he accepted on July 29.172 Other colleagues he 
addressed to write a hymn for the new edition were Mitchell B. Southhall (1922-1989),173 
H. Leroy Baumgartner (1891-1969),174 Ulysses Kay (1917-1955),175 and Mark Fax 
(1911-1974).176 He wrote to Thomas E. Huntley, Carrie Booker Person, Maude Taylor 
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(1897-1984),177 J. Robert Bradley (1919-2007),178 Samuel R. Crosby, and O. Anderson 
Fuller179 to work on the advisory committee, and Kelly Miller Smith (1920-1984),180 
Helen Work, and Lucy E. Campbell (1885-1963)181 for the editorial board.182 Work 
received feedback and arrangements after these acceptances. Among the hymns under 
consideration, he received “God of the Fertile Fields” arranged by Georgia Harkness 
(1891-1974)183 and “There Was Only Love in That Stable Place” by Edith Shaw Butler 
for approval. He was also sent an arrangement for “Love Never Faileth,” but the letter did 
not have the signature or any indication of the arranger.184 “Seek and Ye Shall Find,” 
originally an arrangement of H. Leroy Baumgartner, became an arrangement by Edith 
Shaw Butler for this hymnal revision and sent to Work. She completely handwrote this 
arrangement in the letter.185 His significant leadership role in selecting and evaluating 
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Theological Seminary, “Georgia Harkness (1891-1974),” Library.Garrett.Edu, 
https://library.garrett.edu/collections/special-collections/womens-history-digital-exhibit/georgia-harkness-
1891-1974 (accessed October 6, 2020). 
184 Sender information could not be obtained because it was not in the Special Collections. 
185 John Work Microfilm, Box 1, Folder 5. 
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arrangements in the hymnal revision project clearly demonstrates that Work was a peer 
among other influential figures. 
 
Death and Legacy 
John Wesley Work III died on May 17, 1967.186 Nevertheless, his work continues 
to live on primarily through Fisk University. “The Gold and the Blue,” a song originally 
written by his father and arranged by Work for choral singing, is currently the school’s 
anthem and is sung at the end of every official event. Those official events, such as 
honor’s convocation, commencement, Jubilee Day, and funerals, are held in the Fisk 
Memorial Chapel, where students will see a bust of Work III in front of them to 
remember his name. Work arranged and published almost 100 spiritual arrangements that 
the Fisk Jubilee Singers still use today. His name continues to inspire scholarship. 
Friends of Fisk University created a memorial foundation in his honor to provide 
scholarships to undergraduate piano majors (Yours truly is a recipient of this 
scholarship). Finally, Work I, II, and III’s transcriptions and arrangements of “Go Tell It 
on the Mountain” are featured in Christmas programs throughout the nation during the 
holiday season. The music of John Work III entered many households of the United 




























 John Wesley Work II, African-American composer and university 
professor, was born in Nashville, Tennessee, August 6, 1873, the son 
of John Wesley and Samuella Boyd Work. He graduated from Fisk 
University (1895), completed his graduate work there (1898) and went 
on to do post-graduate work at Harvard University (1896-1897) and 
University of Chicago (1908).187 
 In 1898, Work II received a Master’s degree from Fisk and took an 
appointment as a Latin and Greek instructor.188 
 While teaching, Work became a leader in the movement to preserve, 
study, and perform Negro spirituals. He organized Fisk singing groups 
in 1889.189 
 John Wesley Work II married Agnes Morris Haynes of Staunton, 
Virginia on April 26, 1899.190 
 Because of financial difficulties, the Fisk Jubilee Singers became a 
quartet in the early 1900s. John W. Work, II was the tenor, and 
provided many of the musical arrangements.191 
 
1901  Work III was born on June 15, 1901, in Tullahoma, Tennessee.192 
 With the help of his brother, Frederick Jerome Work, John Work, II 
collected, harmonized, and published a number of collections of slave 
songs and spirituals. The first of these collections was New Jubilee 
Songs as Sung by the Fisk Jubilee Singers in 1901.193 
 
1907  Among the other solo songs Work II published, the spiritual, "Go, Tell 
It On The Mountain" was issued in 1907 in Folk Songs of the 
American Negro (1907).194 
 
                                                            
187 Biographical Note, John Wesley Work papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book 
Library, Emory University, https://findingaids.library.emory.edu/documents/work722/ (accessed 15 
September 2020). 
188 The Hymns and Carols of Christmas, “John Wesley Work,” Hymnsandcarolsofchristmas.com, 
https://www.hymnsandcarolsofchristmas.com/Hymns_and_Carols/Biographies/john_wesley_work.htm 
(accessed September 15, 2020). 
189 Ibid. 
190 Biographical Note, John Wesley Work papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book 
Library. 
191 Colleen Phelps, “From A Mountain to a Little Light: Three Men Named John Work Traced a Century of 
African American Music,” Nashville Classical Radio, https://91classical.org/post/from-a-mountain-to-a-
little-light-three-men-named-john-work-traced-a-century-of-african-american-music/ (accessed May 4, 
2021). 
192 Linda T. Wynn, “John W. Work III (1901-1967).” 
193 The Hymns and Carols of Christmas, “John Wesley Work.”  
194 Bert Polman, “John Wesley Work,” Hymnary.org, https://hymnary.org/person/Work_JohnWesley1873 
(accessed September 18, 2020). 
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1909  Work II sang tenor in the Fisk Jubilee Quartet, which began touring 
the country and made commercial recordings.195 
 
1921 During his time at Fisk University, Work III studied composition 
under Professor Donovan, where he was assigned “Strict 
Composition” assignments. These assignments involved composing 
forms of passacaglia, ground bass, chaconne, gigue, prelude, toccata, 
and chorale prelude. The assignments written to Professor Donovan 
were dated October 7, 1921.196 
 
1923  Work III received his Bachelor of Arts in History from Fisk 
University on June 6, 1923, under President Fayette Avery 
McKenzie197 and Dean Elmer John Ortman.198  
 After graduation, Work III attended the Institute of Musical Art (now 
the Juilliard School of Music) and studied with Gardner Lamson.199 
 Because of negative feelings toward Black folk music at Fisk, Work II 
was forced to resign in 1923.200 
 Work II was president of Roger Williams University in Nashville 
during the last two years of his life.201 
 
1927  Work III returned to Fisk and began teaching in 1927.202 
 
1928  Work began attending Columbia University from 1928 to 1930, 
completing Advanced Interpretation of Standard Song Literature, 
Musical Literature and Criticism, Advanced Composition, and 
Musical Art in Summer 1928.203 
 
1929  Work went back to Columbia University to take Public Speaking, 
Advanced Composition, Philosophy of Education, and Supervision of 
School Music in Summer 1929.204  
 “Glory to the Newborn King”; Men’s Voices—A Cappella; Theodore 
Presser Co. 
                                                            
195 Bert Polman, “John Wesley Work.” 
196 John Work Microfilm, Box 5, Folder 1. 
197 McKenzie was fundamental in organizing the Society of American Indians and spent much of his life 
devoted to the progress of equality for Native-Americans as well as the African-American community. He 
was also responsible for making Fisk the first HBCU to receive accreditation through the Southern 
Association of Colleges and Schools. McKenzie, Fayette Avery, Papers, 1894-1957, Tennessee State 
Library and Archives, https://sos.tn.gov/products/tsla/mckenzie-fayette-avery-papers-1894-1957 (accessed 
May 4, 2021). 
198 John Work Microfilm, Box 16, Folder 6. 
199 The Hymns and Carols of Christmas, “John Wesley Work.”  
200 Ibid. 
201 Bert Polman, “John Wesley Work,” Hymnary.org. 
202 The Hymns and Carols of Christmas, “John Wesley Work.” 




 “Mandy Lou”; Four-part song for men’s voices; Carl Fischer 
 “Mandy Lou”; Medium Voice and Piano; Carl Fischer205 
 
1930  Work went to Columbia University to take Problem in Teaching and 
Supervising Appreciation, Advanced Orchestration, and Problems in 
Institutional Music in Summer 1930.206 
 Work finished his Master’s work at Columbia and a completed study 
titled “A Discussion of the Origin, Growth, and Nature of the Folk 
Songs of the American Negro.”207 
 Work married his Fisk University classmate, Edith Carr McFall 
(1903-1995).208  
 
1931  “Stand the Storm” (Adapted from the Negro Spiritual); TTBB; J. 
Fischer and Bro.209 
 
1933  Sonata for Piano in C Minor (Three Movements); Piano solo; 
Unpublished210 
 Work was awarded two Julius Rosenwald Foundation Fellowships for 
the years 1931 to 1933 to take two years leave from Fisk and obtained 
a B.Mus. degree from Yale University.211 
 Work’s son, John Work IV, was born.212 
 
1934  “How Beautiful Upon the Mountains”; Motet for Mixed Voices—A 
Cappella; Galaxy Music Corp. 
 “Sing, O Heavens; Mixed Voices”; Remick Music Corp. 
 Variations on an Original Theme for Piano; Piano solo; 
Unpublished213 
 
1935  “Glory to the Newborn King”; Mixed Voices—A Cappella; Theodore 
Presser Co.214 
 His second son, Frederick Taylor Work, was born.215 
 
                                                            
205 Fisk University Special Collections, John Work Microfilm: Research Aid, https://www.fisk.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2020/06/Work_John_Wesley_III_Collection_microfilm_1915-19711.pdf. 
206 John Work Microfilm, Box 8, Folder ? 
207 Ibid., Box 1, Folder 9.  
208 “John Wesley Work III,” https://www.ancestry.com/family-tree/person/tree/112727802/person/ 
300102839497/facts?_phsrc=xWG33&_phstart=successSource (accessed February 9, 2021). 
209 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
210 Ibid. 
211 The Hymns and Carols of Christmas, “John Wesley Work.”  
212 “John Wesley Work III,” ancestry.com. 





1936  “For the Beauty of the Earth”; SATB—Hymn Anthem; J. Fischer and 
Bro.216 
 
1937  In 1937, Work and his family moved into a Victorian-style house on 
Fisk campus.217 
 
1938  Work collaborated with Jesse J. Humphrey, the president of the shape-
note singers in Ozark, Alabama, to visit their community and study 
their tradition of shape-note singing. He also communicated with J. 
Jackson, a composer of many sacred harp songs and editor of The 
Colored Sacred Harp.  
 Work attended the Sixteenth Annual Session of the Alabama and 
Florida Union State Sacred Harp Singing Convention in Ozark, 
Alabama on September 24-25, 1938.218 
 
1939  “Into the Woods My Master Went”; SATB; Remick Music Corp. 
 Nocturne: Berceuse, Serenade, Cabaret; Three Pieces for Violin and 
Piano; Also scored for orchestra; Unpublished219 
 Essay, “Modern Music: Its Implications to the Listener”220 
 
1940  From the Deep South; Suite for Organ; Unpublished 
 Golgotha is a Mountain, Poem by Arna Bontemps; Cantata for Four 
Soloists and Mixed Chorus; Unpublished 
 “Hammering”; SATB divided—A Cappella; Theodore Presser Co. 
 “Song of the Mississippi Boatman”; TTBB; J. Fischer and Bro. 
 “Song of the Mississippi Boatman”; SATB; J. Fischer and Bro.221 
 Work recorded songs of the Holloway High School Quartet of 
Murfreesboro, Tennessee.222 
 He wrote American Negro Songs and Spirituals: A Comprehensive 
Collection of 230 Folk Songs, Religious and Secular.223 
 Essays, "Plantation Meistersingers" in The Musical Quarterly (Jan. 
1940).224 
 
1941  “Canzonet”; Humming Chorus; Neil A. Kjos Pub. Co. 
                                                            
216 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
217 Craig Swain, ed., “The John Wesley Work Home.” 
218 John Work Microfilm, Box 3, Folder 3. 
219 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
220 John Work, III, “Modern Music: Its Implications to the Listener” The Arts Quarterly (June 1939). 
221 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
222 Library of Congress, “About This Collection: Now What a Time: Blues, Gospel, and the Fort Valley 
Music Festivals, 1938-1943.”  




 Roll Jordan: A Choral Rhapsody based on American Folk Themes, 
Unaccompanied; Unpublished225 
 Work and his colleagues collaborated with the Archive of American 
Folk Song for the Library of Congress/Fisk University Mississippi 
Delta Collection.226 
 
1942  “‘Twas on One Sunday Morning”; SATB (Easter Anthem adapted 
from “Old American Folk Song”); J. Fischer and Bro.227 
 
1943  Work made recordings of the Smith Band, Bus Ezell, Sidney 
Stripling, Sonny Chestain, and Charles Ellis at the Fort Valley Music 
Festival.228 
 
1944  “Ev’ry Mail Day”; Song for Voice with Piano Accompaniment; 
Galaxy Music Co.229 
 
1945  Appalachia (Three Fiddle and Game Tunes); Piano solo; Shawnee 
Press230 
 Essay, “Music in the Democratic Process”231 
 Work spent three months in Haiti conducting personal interviews, and 
collecting and analyzing music including more than 100 songs on 
topics, such as Vodoun, carnival, and meringues.232  
 Unpublished essay, “Haitian Folk Songs Make Good Hunting.”233   
 
1946  “Credo”; Art song for solo voice; Unpublished 
 “Dusk at Sea”; Art song for solo voice; Edward B. Marks Co. 
 “Longings”; Art song for solo voice; Unpublished 
 “Sassafras”; Piano solo; Mercury Music Corp. 
 “Soliloquy”; Song for High Voice with Piano Accompaniment; 
Galaxy Music Corp. 
 “To a Mona Lisa”; Art song for Solo voice; Edward B. Marks Co.234 
 Essay, “Christmas Music is People’s Music.”235  
 Essay, “A New American Music Form”236   
                                                            
225 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
226 Library of Congress, “About This Collection: Now What a Time: Blues, Gospel, and the Fort Valley 
Music Festivals, 1938-1943.”  
227 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
228 Library of Congress, “About This Collection: Now What a Time: Blues, Gospel, and the Fort Valley 
Music Festivals, 1938-1943.” 
229 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
230 Ibid. 
231 John Work, III, “Music in the Democratic Process” Opportunity in the Arts; Bulletin 2, 1945, 6. 
232 John Work Microfilm, Box 1, Folder 1. 
233 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
234 Ibid. 
235 John Work, III, “Christmas Music is People’s Music” Highroad (Dec., 1946). 




1947  Essay, “Musical Contributions of the Negro Folk,”237 
 
1949  “For All the Saints”; Motet for Mixed Voices; H.W. Gray Co., Inc. 
 “God, I Need Thee” (From Meditations for Apostles of Sensitiveness 
by Howard Thurman); Solo voice; Galaxy Music Corp. 
 The Singers (Cantata based on the poem by Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow); Mixed Voices and Baritone Solo, Scored originally for 
full orchestra, large chorus and baritone solo; Mills Music, Inc. 
 “Changing Patterns in Negro Folk Songs,” The Journal of American 
Folklore 238 
 
1950  “Benediction”; Art song for solo voice; Unpublished 
 “Railroad Bill”; Male Voices with Piano; Galaxy Music Corp.239 
 
1951  Scuppernong; Piano solo; Shawnee Press 
 “The Sun Himself Shall Fade”; Mixed Voices with Contralto Solo; 
Galaxy Music Corp.240 
 
1952  “Danse Africane” (based on a poem by Langston Hughes); Mixed 
Chorus, Piano Drum, Triangle; Hansen Pub. Co.241 
 
1953  The score to Yenvalou was sent to Boosey and Hawkes on August 31, 
1953.242 
 Concert Piece for Two Pianos; Piano duo; Unpublished 
 “Grigi, Grigi”; Mixed Voices—A Cappella, Haitian Folk Song; 
Galaxy Music Corp. 
 “I Got a House in Baltimore”; SSATB—A Cappella; Galaxy Music 
Corp. 
 “I Got a House in Baltimore”; Male Voices—A Cappella; Galaxy 
Music Corp. 
 “My Heart’s in the Swampland”; Solo voice; Galaxy Music Corp.243 
 Work became a member of the charter class of the Zeta Rho chapter of 
Phi Mu Alpha Sinfonia fraternity.244 
 
1954  “Is a Light Shining in the Heaven?”; Mixed Voices and Soprano Solo; 
Hansen Publishing Co. 
                                                            
237 John Work, III, “Musical Contributions of the Negro Folk” Classnote (January 1947): 3. 




242 John Work Microfilm, Box 1, Folder 2. 
243 Ibid., Research Aid. 
244 “About Us,” The Unstoppable Zeta Rho Chapter, http://unstoppablezetarho.weebly.com/about-us.html.  
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 “Oh! I’ve Seen Many Mountains”; For Four Soloists – Mixed Voices 
and Piano; Hansen Publishing Co.245 
 
1955  Evening in La Vallee; Piece for Two Pianos; Unpublished 
 Taliafero; Concert Overture for Symphony Orchestra; Unpublished 
 Yenvalou ; Suite for Symphony Orchestra; Unpublished246 
1956  Work led the Fisk Jubilee Singers on a European trip.247 
 
1958  “I Saw the Cross of Jesus”; Hymn Anthem—SATB; Broadman Press 
 “My Faith Looks Up to Thee”; Hymn Anthem—SATB; Broadman 
Press248 
 
1959  “A Child This Day is Born”; Unison chorus; Broadman Press 
 Golgotha is a Mountain – Poem by Arna Bontemps; Mixed Choir and 
Organ; Galaxy Music Corp. 
 “Great Redeemer, We Adore Thee”; SATB; Broadman Press 
 “Purer in Heart, O God”; Unison; Broadman Press 
 “The Cross of Jesus”; SATB; Broadman Press249 
 
1960  Work begins revision of the Baptist Standard Hymnal.250  
 Family Album; Five Pieces for Piano; Unpublished;  
 “Give Me Your Hand”; SATB and Soprano Solo; Mills Music, Inc. 
 “Lord of All Being”; Unison; Broadman Press 
 “Three Glimpses of Night” (Published in the Collection, 
Contemporary American Songs); Solo voice; Summy-Birchard Pub. 
Co. 
 Essay “Spirituals for Worship”251  
 
1961  “Evening”; Art song for solo voice; Unpublished 
 “Jesus Thou Hast Called Us to Thee”; Chorus for Two Voices; 
Broadman Press 
 “Unto the Hills I Lift Mine Eyes”; Anthem for Unison Choir and flute 
Obbligato; Broadman Press (published in the Church Musician; April 
1, 1961252 
 
1962  “A Little More Faith in Jesus”; Organ; Lorenz Music Publishing Co. 
                                                            
245 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
246 Ibid. 
247 John Wesley Work III, “The Tour of Europe by the Fisk Jubilee Singers: September 19 – December 12, 
1956,” John Work III Microfilm, Box 6, Folder, 6. 
248 John Work Microfilm: Research Aid. 
249 Ibid. 
250 John Work Microfilm, Box 1, Folder 4. 




 Isaac Watts Contemplates the Cross; Choral Cycle for Mixed Chorus, 
soloists and organ; Broadman Press 
 “Hymn to David” (Words by Leslie Collins); Two-part Chorus; 
Broadman Press 
 “The Light of God”; Anthem for Mixed Choir and Organ; Remick 
Music Corp.253 
 Essay, “The Negro Spirituals”254  
 
1963  Essay, “The Spiritual in Today’s Church”255 
 
1965  “I’ve Known Rivers” – based on poem by Langston Hughes; Eight 
part Chorus for Mixed Voices; Temple Press 
 “Pour Out Thy Spirit”; SATB; Broadman Press 
 “Spirit of God, Descent”; SATB; Broadman Press256 
 
1967  “Jesus Thou Joy of Loving Hearts”; Elkan-Vogel Co., Inc.257 




 Some microfilm copies of Work’s original documents from these 
studies are archived at Fisk Special Collections. After Work’s sudden 
death from a heart attack, his wife Edith kept all of his papers and 
recordings in their home. She later collaborated with the Fisk Special 
Collections curator, Beth Howse, to microfilm most of the personal 
papers. Unfortunately, the hard copies were lost in the late 1980s. The 
preservation of this collection resides entirely on microfilm at this 
point. 
 Alan Lomax’s work was published in autobiographical The Land 
Where the Blues Began, although not until 1993.259 
 Robert Gordon and Bruce Nemerov later published a book discussing 
the Fisk scholars’ findings titled Lost Delta Found: Rediscovering the 
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Negro Spirituals and Work’s Perspective 
“Old-Time Religion”261 
The word “spiritual,” in reference to music, originated in the Bible in Colossians 
3:16: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and 
admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in 
your hearts to the Lord.”262 One of the earliest records of the term’s usage in the United 
States is the Bay Psalm Book: the Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs of the Old and 
New Testaments.263 These titles document the practice of the word, but the first usage 
when referring to the specific category in this argument is uncertain. Throughout the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the connotation of the term “spiritual” has become 
complex.264 This chapter discusses the concept of the Negro spiritual through Work’s 
perspective.  
Work applied the term “Negro spiritual” in his published documents, including 
American Negro Songs265 and “Changing Patterns in Negro Folk Songs.”266 Concerning 
the terms “Black Spirituals,” “Negro Spirituals,” and “African-American Spirituals,” the 
author considers “Negro Spiritual” to be the most appropriate within the context of this 
thesis. The approach to naming this category of music creates tension between those who 
                                                            
261 The title of this spiritual represents the spiritual as an old-time religion practice in this chapter. 
262 Col. 3:16 (KJV)  
263 This is the 1651 edition revised by Henry Dunster and Richard Lyon. 
264 American communities used several other terms for the spiritual, including “hymn,” “chant,” “shout,” 
“camp meeting song,” “revival song,”  “jubilee,” “slave song,” “plantation song,” “sorrow song,” 
“exultation,” and “song of bondage.” 
265 John W. Work, American Negro Songs: 230 Folk Songs and Spirituals, Religious and Secular (New 
York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1940). 




seek to be “inoffensive” and those who wish to reflect the historical context. Currently, 
the most common term in practice is “African-American spirituals” as an inoffensive 
substitute for Negro spirituals.267 Nonetheless, even though spirituals in the United States 
are primarily associated with the oral traditions from the ethnic/cultural group presently 
identified as African American, the concept “Negro” places the dialogue in its historical 
context. “Negro” was used to describe Americans of African descent as well as Africans 
perceived through the Euro-American perspective during late-1800s to early-1900s when 
concert spiritual arrangements were a highly sought performance medium. Replacing the 
term “Negro” for the purposes of remaining inoffensive also serves to overlook the 
historical condition of African Americans in the United States. It is appropriate to accept 
the term the composer/arranger in discussion adopted. Therefore, when referring to the 
“historical” spiritual, “Negro” is standard as a preceding adjective. For the remainder of 
this document, the “Negro spiritual” will be shortened to “spiritual,” “spirituals,” or “the 
spiritual” since it is implied what type of music is in consideration. 
 
Origin 
Negro spirituals from the United States are not solely African, but they are 
cumulatively, and ultimately African-American.268 In current scholarship, there is still 
                                                            
267 “The English word ‘Negro’ is a derivative of the Spanish and Portuguese word negro, which means 
black. The Portuguese and Spanish, who were pioneers in the African Slave Trade, used this adjective to 
designate the African men and women whom they captured and transported to the slave mart of the New 
World. Within a short time, the Portuguese word negro (no capital) became the English noun-adjective 
‘negro.’ This word, which was not capitalized at first, fused not only humanity, nationality and place of 
origin but also certain white judgments about the inherent and irredeemable inferiority of the persons so 
designated.” Lerone Bennett, Roland A. Barton, and W. E. B. Du Bois, “What’s in a Name? Negro vs. 
Afro-American vs. Black,” in ETC: A Review of General Semantics 26, no. 4 (1969): 402, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/42574587 (accessed January 5, 2021). 




debate about who can lay claim to spirituals. It is difficult to determine the period during 
which spirituals became a distinct classification of music, mainly because there was no 
interest in collecting the songs before the early 1800s269 and correspondence that did 
describe the character of the spirituals was not always preserved.270 There has been 
extensive debate lasting through the twentieth century concerning whether the Negro 
spiritual was an imitation of White gospel song. Scholars that argued on behalf of White 
origins for the spiritual were Richard Wallaschek (1860-1917),271 Louis Benson (1855-
1930),272 Newman Ivey White (1892-1948),273 and George Pullen Jackson (1874-
1953).274 275 Advocating Black origins were music journalists, composers, and scholars, 
and critics, including Henry Edward Krehbiel (1854-1923),276 James Weldon Johnson 
(1871-1938),277 Dena Epstein (1916-2013),278 William Tallmadge (1916-2004),279 and 
John Lovell (1907-1974).280 These debates were centered on what was left of African 
                                                            
-e-1002225625. (accessed September 15, 2019). 
269 The first collection of spirituals published was Richard Allen’s Collection of Spiritual Songs and Hymns 
in 1801. 
270 John W. Work, American Negro Songs, 1. 
271 Richard Wallaschek, Primitive Music: An Inquiry into the Origin and Development of Music, Songs, 
Instruments, Dances, and Pantomimes of Savage Races (New York: Longmans, Green and Company, 
1893). 
272Louis F. Benson, The English Hymn: Its Development and Use in Worship (Richmond, Virginia: John 
Knox Press, 1915; 1962), 291. Citations refer to the 1962 reprint edition. 
273 Newman Ivey White, American Negro folk-songs (Harvard University Press, 1928). 
274 George Pullen Jackson, White Spirituals in the Southern Uplands (Hatboro, Pennsylvania: Folklore 
Associates, Inc., 1933; 1964), 214. The citation refers to the 1964 reprint edition. 
Jackson, White and Negro Spirituals, Their Life Span and Kinship (New York: J.J. Augustin, 1943), 83-7. 
275 George Pullen Jackson, White and Negro Spirituals, Their Life Span and Kinship (New York: J.J. 
Augustin, 1943), 83-7. 
276 Henry Edward Krehbiel, Afro-American Folksongs (London: G. Schirmer, 1914). 
277James Weldon Johnson, Lawrence Brown, and John Rosamond Johnson, The Books of American Negro 
Spirituals: Including the Book of American Negro Spirituals and the Second Book of Negro Spirituals (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1977). 
278 Dena Epstein, Sinful Tunes and Spirituals: Black Folk Music to the Civil War (University of Illinois 
Press, 2003). 
279 William H. Tallmadge. “The Black in Jackson's White Spirituals,” The Black Perspective in Music 9, 
no. 2 (1981): 139-60, https://doi:10.2307/1214194. 
280 John Lovell, Black Song: The Forge and Flame; The Story of How the Afro-American Spiritual was 
Hammered Out (Macmillan Publishing Company, 1972). 
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culture after the slave trade. There have been many arguments concerning whether the 
Negro spiritual is an imitation of White gospel song, but before an irrefutable argument 
can truly be made, one must first consider the distinction between the terms “imitation” 
and “re-assembling” that Work III coined in regard to Negro spiritual influences.281 
“Imitation” or “imitate” means “to follow as a pattern, model, or example,” or “to 
produce a copy of.”282 “Re-assemble” (or “reassemble”) means “to bring or put together 
the parts of something again.”283 Mastering this difference requires an observation of the 
precursors to the spirituals. One predecessor to the African-American spiritual is the 
“ring shout,” which “derived from African culture” and is a “combination of music and 
dance first performed in the United States by African-American slaves, usually as part of 
a religious ceremony.”284 These were dances practiced in a circle, and the music would 
get faster and faster until the Spirit took possession. The ring shouts descend from ring 
rituals of West Africa and were recreated by the slaves in the United States in the early 
1700s.285 The slaves were influenced by or converted to Christianity, and Anglo-
American hymnody, which also contributed to spirituals. The most widely known events 
to be documented are of participants combining characteristics of ring shouts and 
hymnody at camp meetings during the Second Great Awakening (roughly 1790-1840). 
                                                            
281 Work, American Negro Songs, 7.  
282 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “imitate,” https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/imitate 
(accessed January 5, 2021). 
283 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “reassemble,” https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ 
reassemble (accessed January 5, 2021). 
284Jennifer L. Campbell, “Ring shout,” Grove Music Online, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-
com.ezproxy.uky 
.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-90000363087 
(accessed January 9, 2021). 
285 The Georgia Sea Islands is the origin for the ring shout, and is documented in Lydia Parrish’s writings. 




Both White and Black individuals attended these meetings. It was necessary to create 
music without notation because many people could not read words, or music. Black and 
White worshippers combined traditional hymns, refrains, repetition, popular tunes, 
improvisation, and call and response to form what is known as the “camp meeting 
spiritual.”286 Because of the context from which they sprang, individuals did not 
“compose” spirituals; they created them in collaboration with others. People initiated an 
original song, and the community added to it in a call and response texture and form.287 
With this in mind, when we consider Work’s thought of “re-assembling,” we see how the 
spiritual with all of the components aforementioned is not merely an “imitation.” It 
becomes something entirely different. 
 
Text 
Work stated in American Negro Songs, “The Negro bard288 has in his verse almost 
completely reconstructed the most important events in the Bible. In his songs he has 
chronicled them in such a way as to defy imitation.”289 Spiritual texts derive from 
scripture, from a religious experience, or imagination of a religious experience.290  They 
may also address topics of home, prayer, and humility. These are the topics that truly 
represent the “soul.”291 The King James Version of the Bible is the source for the sacred 
                                                            
286 Camp meeting spiritual – A term used for folk hymns sung at camp meetings during the Great Revival 
in early 19th-century America. Graham, “Spiritual.” 
287 William Tallmadge, “The Black in Jackson's White Spirituals,” The Black Perspective in Music 9, no. 2 
(1981): 139-60, doi:10.2307/1214194 (accessed January 9, 2021). 
288 Bard: a tribal poet-singer skilled in composing and reciting verses on heroes and their deeds. “Bard,” 
Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bard 
(accessed March 16, 2021). 
289 Work, American Negro Songs, 22. 
290 Work, Folk Song of the American Negro, 35. 
291 Ibid., 124-125.  
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texts the songwriters utilized, which is the result of England’s influence on the United 
States’ language and the Anglican Church’s usage of this version. 292 Although the 
language is English, the texts’ linguistics is a combination of American and African 
dialect.  Spirituals recounted stories from both the Old and New Testaments (Daniel in 
the lion’s den in “Didn’t My Lord Deliver Daniel,”293 “Jonah and the Whale,”294 John the 
Baptist in “John Saw the Holy Number,”295 Mary and Martha in “Mary and Martha’s Just 
Gone Along,”296 and God delivering his people through Moses from Pharaoh/slavery in 
“Go Down, Moses”),297 the birth of Jesus (“Go Tell It on the Mountain”),298 his 
crucifixion (“Were You There?”),299 and his resurrection (“He Rose”).300 In fact, 
according to Eileen Guenther in “Spirituals: Music of the Soil and the Soul,” the lyrics of 
spirituals maintain a substantive portion of the Bible, to the point where if the Bible were 
ever lost, these songs would be able to provide sufficient information to continue studies 
and teachings of Christianity.301 
African Americans understood a code of context302 associated with spirituals that 
could only be understood through the lens of the African-American experience, 
particularly during slavery. For example, “Go Down, Moses” was a metaphorical 
                                                            
292 The usage of the King James Version as text in Negro spirituals can at best be established from 1801, 
with Richard Allen’s Collection of Spiritual Songs and Hymns, to post-Civil War, when original spirituals 
started to transform into arrangements. 
293Daniel 6 (KJV) 
294 Jonah 1-4 (KJV) 
295 Rev. 21:2-9 (KJV) 
296 Luke 10:38-42 (KJV) 
297 Exodus 8:1 (KJV) 
298 Luke 2:17-18 (KJV) 
299 Matt. 27:32-56 (KJV) 
300 Matt. 28:5-6 (KJV) 
301 Eileen Guenther, “Spirituals: Music of the Soil and the Soul,” The Choral Journal 57, no. 7 (2017): 72, 
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uky.edu/stable/26355480 (accessed January 5, 2021). 
302 In the case of spirituals, code of context means the spiritual has different uses depending on the message 
being conveyed. For example, “Go Down, Moses” serves as a song of worship in church settings, but 
means it’s time to escape in other settings. The slaves knew in what context to use the code meanings. 
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spiritual because “Moses” represented the guides (i.e., Harriet Tubman) of the 
Underground Railroad. Just as Moses was the deliverer of his people, the Hebrews, 
conductors of the Underground Railroad led the African-American slaves to freedom. 
Other spirituals with a coded message were “Steal Away,” “Follow the Drinking Gourd,” 
and “Wade in the Water.” Nat Turner, a Black preacher who was infamously known for 
the revolt he led in Virginia in 1831, referred to “Steal Away” when calling his people to 
secret meetings to discuss their plans of escape or rebellion.303 Conductors of the 
Underground Railroad used “Follow the Drinking Gourd” to alert slaves when it was 
almost time to flee the plantation. The drinking gourd was a metaphor for the Big Dipper 
and directed escaping slaves north. “Wade in the Water” represented several codes of 
opposition: The water represented the bodies of water that separated freedom from 
enslavement (i.e., the Ohio River). Also, “Wade in the Water” reminded those fleeing to 
throw off the bloodhounds by entering the water and masking their scent.304 The text also 
represented the difficult journey, “troubled waters,” before arriving to freedom.305 
Additionally, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” had been interpreted as an expected arrival of 
a conductor of the Underground Railroad to help the captives escape to freedom.306 Other 





303 Jacqueline L. Tobin and Raymond G. Dobard, Hidden in Plain View: A Secret Story of Quilts and the 
Underground Railroad, (New York: Anchor Books, 2000), 140. 
304 Guenther, “Spirituals,” 68.  
305 Graham, “Spirituals.”  




Egypt, Babylon, or hell Land of enslaved people, or the southern 
region of the United States (The South) 
 





Pharaoh’s army Patrollers 
 
Jesus Anyone who had interest in the slaves’ 
freedom 
 
Crossing over Jordan River Becoming free (in reality the Ohio River) 
 
The Promised Land Africa, the North of the United States, 
Canada, Canaan, death/heaven, or any 
non-slaveholding territory 
 
Figure 11. Biblical codes in spirituals. Eileen Guenther, “Spirituals: Music of the Soil and 




Similar to the metaphorical language of spirituals, pronouns in the lyrics 
sometimes contained veiled meanings. “I” often meant “we,” as in the community 
negatively affected by slavery, the ones that were held captive. Because of this device, 
spirituals were “community-based” and served several functions. The religious context of 
spirituals were invoked during worship, baptisms, and burials. Non-religious functions 
were codes for escape, lullabies, work songs, and social settings.308 The usage of 
spirituals in non-religious settings shows just how much the African-American 
community integrated Christianity into its everyday life.  
 
                                                            




Syncopation dominated most spirituals, and performers and listeners established a 
duple or triple meter. On the other hand, some spiritual performances had a free rhythm, 
particularly during prayer or a sermon. Performers rhythmically moved with some 
spirituals by using their bodies as they sang (clapping, stomping, etc.). The rhythm of a 
spiritual that encouraged such motion was already present in the song itself through 
continuous syncopation.309 Spirituals were also polyrhythmic310 in some instances.311 
Work stated the importance of rhythm in spirituals in “The Negro spirituals”: “The 
meters of the spiritual are 4/4 and 2/4. In fact, the dominance of this rhythmic pattern was 
surely a factor in the creation of dialect – not the only one, but an important one.”312  The 
rhythm was important to Negro folk songs, and the singers would even add or subtract 
syllables from a phrase in order to fit them into the meter. This is one of the reasons 
singers practiced African-American vernacular dialect to pronounce their lyrics. For 
example, the word “heaven,” would be pronounced as “heav’n,” “heb’n,” or “heb’m.” 
The phrase “going to” was subtracted to “gwine,” or “gon-ter.” “Mourner” became 
“mo’ner,” “religion” became “’ligion,” and “Children” was pronounced as “chillum,” 
“chil’n,” or “childun.”313 Clarence Cameron White, a composer of many African-
American styles, summarizes this point nicely:  
                                                            
309 Work, Folk Song of the American Negro, 38. 
310 “Polyrhythm: Several different rhythms performed simultaneously, as in many 20th‐cent. works. Mozart 
combined 3 different dance‐rhythms simultaneously in Don Giovanni.” The Oxford Dictionary of Music, 
“polyrhythm,” https://www-oxfordreferencecom.ezproxy.uky.edu/view/10.1093/acref/9 
780199578108.001.0001/acref-9780199578108-e-7166 (accessed January 8, 2021). 
311 Graham, “Spiritual.” 
312 John Work III, “The Negro Spirituals,” The Papers of the Hymn Society (1962): 22, Fisk University 
Special Collections, John Work Microfilm, Box 4, Folder 5. 
313 Randye Jones, “The Negro Spiritual: From Cotton Field to Concert Hall,” in The Gospel Truth about the 
Negro Spiritual, The Spirituals Database, https://spirituals-database.com/the-negro-spiritual/#sthash.mxM 
CPky3.dpbs (accessed November 7, 2018). 
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The Negro dialect, as sung, should not be an exaggeration 
of the written form of the words, whose spelling is only an 
approximation to the actual sound in genuine Negro dialect; 
and the element of syncopation shall not lose its nature as a 
secondary offshoot of the rhythm of words and syllables, 
and be misrepresented as mere musical surprise.314 
 
 
Form, Style, and Texture 
The musical form of spirituals is not difficult to understand because it was created 
for communal usage. There are three forms of spirituals sung in the community: verse 
only, verse and refrain, and refrain only. Furthermore, these forms usually have a call and 
response structure and can be performed in various styles.315 Work lists three styles of 
performing spirituals in his published article “The Negro Spiritual”: “Musically, 
spirituals may be classified into three large groups or types: the ‘call and response’ chant; 
the slow, sustained long-phrase melody; the syncopated segmented melody.” The call and 
response chant is present in “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” “Go Down, Moses,” and 
“Walk Together, Children.” The songs “Deep River,” “Lord, I Want to Be a Christian,” 
“O the Rocks and the Mountains Shall All Flee Away,” “My Lord, What a Mourning,” 
and “There Is a Balm in Gilead,” all fall under the slow, sustained long-phrase melody 
category. The syncopated segmented melody (and the best-liked by people according to 
Work) include “Little David, Play on Your Harp,” “O Give Me Your Hand,” “Got 
Religion All Around the World,” “Oh Bye and Bye I’m A-going to Lay Down My Heavy 
Load,” “Ain’t Goin’ to Study War No More,” and “Ain’t I Glad I Got Out of the 
Wilderness.” Work then adds another type of spiritual that could fit in any of the other 
                                                            
314 Jones, “The Negro Spiritual.” 
315 Graham, “Spiritual.” 
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three categories: the ballad spiritual.316 The example he used to define this type of 
spiritual was “Joshua and the Battle of Jericho.” 
Spirituals sung by groups were originally heterophonic.317 This texture makes 
transcribing difficult because every participant essentially sings his/her own version of 
the melody simultaneously.318 Work states that the original spirituals had no harmony, no 
accompaniment, and were monophonic with bass vocalists doubling the melody line two 
octaves lower than soprano.319  He proclaimed that:  “In my opinion, the most beautiful 
ritual in American worship is the service of the Negro Primitive Baptist Church.”320  This 
comment highlights Work’s appreciation for the vocal sound of the spiritual unassisted 
by other instruments. 
 
Melody 
One of the defining characteristics of a Negro spiritual is the scale sequence. As 
far as melody is concerned, according to Work, the usage of “re” “do” “la” is in 
practically every “true Negro spiritual.” Furthermore, “there are many in the minor or at 
least in the Aeolian mode.”321  The usage of fourth and seventh major scale steps are not 
                                                            
316 Although Work did not specifically define the ballad spiritual, one could imply from his example that it 
is a spiritual that tells a story. John Work III, “The Negro Spirituals,” The Papers of the Hymn Society, 
1962. 
317 “Heterophony: Term coined by Plato and used today to describe simultaneous variation of one melody.” 
The Oxford Dictionary of Music, s.v. “heterophony,” https://www-oxfordreference-
com.ezproxy.uky.edu/view/ 
10.1093/acref/9780199578108.001.0001/acref-9780199578108-e-4351 (accessed January 8, 2021). 
318 “Simultaneity: A group of notes played at the same time. Some writers on atonal music have preferred 
this term to the more usual ‘chord’, seeking to avoid the latter's implications of harmonic function.” The 
Oxford Companion to Music, “simultaneity,” https://www-oxfordreference-
com.ezproxy.uky.edu/view/10.1093/acref/ 
9780199579037.001.0001/acref-9780199579037-e-6203 (accessed January 8, 2021). 
319 John Work III, “The Negro Spirituals,” 20. 




usually practiced, leaving the pentatonic scale as the primary form. However, the spiritual 
utilizes more than just the pentatonic scale. The flatted third and seventh scale degrees 
appear often. The flatted third was a direct feature of the blues, thereby revealing the 
spirituals’ and blues melodies’ relationship to one another.322 Work’s analysis of the 
spiritual melody is a philosophical commonality with his father, Work II, who expressed 
what he thought was the reason behind the usage of this sequence: 
The Negro in his primitive323 nature expressed his musical 
scale 1-2-3-5-6. Why? That was all the world meant to him. 
But the American Negro has gone one step further and 
added one more note, flat seven, an addition which goes a 
long way toward expressing the effect of added experience 
brought to him by a new life in a New World. This flat 
seven expresses a wild and overwhelming surprise at the 
utter strangeness of things. 324  
 
In conclusion, no one scale dominated the spiritual structure. Gapped scales were 
common, and they were supposed to give the listeners a hearing of both major and minor 
simultaneously to communicate a uniquely, personal expression. 
 
Performance Practice 
Singers altered the tune during repetition of a verse or chorus by adding slides, 
shakes, melismas, microtones, and moans, cries, and shouts. This style is a critical 
element of performance practice. The performance of spirituals has become more 
intricate over the years, largely because of arrangement. The vocal lines as well as the 
accompaniment have grown richer tonally as well as more rhythmically complex. These 
                                                            
322 Work, American Negro Songs, 26. 
323 “Primitive” here should be understood as “innately instinctive.” This is not to be understood as African 
Americans being uncivilized. 
324 Work, Folk Song of the American Negro, 41-42. 
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technical changes are more challenging for performers who want to be more expressive 
versus rote.325 Arranged spirituals, as opposed to the spiritual of oral tradition, have 
changed consistently since 1900 to fit the international concert repertoire. Some of the 
major changes were strict voice-leading instead of communally untrained singing, the 
adoption of the commonly-known Americanized English instead of Negro dialect, exact 
intonation instead of unpredictable pitches, refined vocals instead of raw timbres, tight 
posture instead of percussive and expressive bodies, and particular dynamic contrast 
instead of personal, indistinct dynamics.  
 
Negro Folk Songs and Other Traditional Songs According to John Work III 
Spirituals share all of the characteristics above with other African-American 
genres of music. They are a larger category of oral tradition Work III called “Negro folk 
songs.” One must understand that not all Negro folk songs are spirituals. The different 
categories of Negro folk songs are social songs, work songs, jazz, the blues, rhythm and 
blues, hip-hop, and gospel. African Americans utilized instruments for social tunes, while 
spirituals before and during Work’s time hardly ever had instrumental accompaniment as 
a part of performance. Spirituals were more often than not choral works during the early 
1900s; social songs were usually solo performances where the instrumentalist also 
sang.326 In spirituals, sacred functionaries, such as the preacher, elder, or deacon were left 
untouched. In social songs, singers mentioned the negative lifestyles of some clergymen, 
                                                            
325 Jones, “The Negro Spiritual.” 
326 Work, American Negro Songs, 42. 
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for examples, the lines in Work III’s fieldwork: “Some folks say a preacher wong’327 
steal, I caught two in my corn field.”328 
Blues, although related to the spiritual, is substantively different. Blues contained 
solo voices, derived from everyday life issues, and instruments, such as guitar and piano, 
were an essential part of performance. Spirituals, on the other hand, contained choral 
voices, were performed in religious settings, and customarily involved no instruments.329 
Along with differences between blues and spirituals, there are also differences between 
gospel music and spirituals. Gospel exists much in the popular music realm, has 
identifiable composers, and contains much instrumental accompaniment. Spirituals are 
niche, have unknown composers, and are usually sung a capella. Work determined all of 
these differences between other genres and spirituals in American Negro Songs and 
Spirituals: A Comprehensive Collection of 230 Folk Songs, Religious and Secular.330 His 
descriptions precede 230 arrangements that represent the varieties of these genres. These 
transcriptions were gathered from those collectors that came before him, including his 
father and his uncle Frederick. 
Work examined one of these categories (blues) of Negro folk music in his 1947 
essay titled “Musical Contributions of the Negro Folk.” Work analyzed the different 
characteristics of “folk blues,” which is categorized differently from “radio blues.”331  
Looking at these two terms, “folk blues” and “radio blues,” may cause one to pause, but 
Work was referring to the two subgenres “country blues” and “classic blues.” Country 
                                                            
327 This is the dialect for the word “won’t.” 
328 Work, American Negro Songs, 43. 
329 Work, American Negro Songs, 28. 
330 “John Wesley Work III 1901-1967,” The Hymns and Carols of Christmas.” 
331 John Work III, “Musical Contributions of the Negro Folk” Classnote (January 1947): 3. 
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blues originated in the Mississippi Delta and is projected to have begun in the late 
nineteenth century. Musicians who represent this type of blues are “Blind Lemon” 
Jefferson, Charley Patton, “Son” House, Robert Johnson, and “Skip” James. Classic blues 
began in Harlem, New York with its integration into pop music. Pivotal points of its 
origin were Mamie Smith’s “Crazy Blues” and the launching of “race” records in the 
1920s. It recorded musicians such as Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Alberta Hunter, with 
jazz bands in the background. Work believed “radio blues” was the precursor to jazz 
because the background music already contained the instrumental components of a 
typical jazz band.332  
Work also examined songs that were not Negro folk songs but were embraced in 
Black communities as a tradition. In “Plantation Meistersingers,”333 Work documented 
his experience attending the Alabama State Sacred Harp Singing Convention in Ozark, 
Alabama on September 24-25, 1938. Later that year he documented the Seven-Shape-
Note State Convention in Ozark, Alabama. In Alabama, he witnessed the group of singers 
using the revised Sacred Harp from W.M. Cooper,334 and he was impressed with their 
performance, stating “The accuracy with which the singers read their parts was little short 
of phenomenal. Song after song was sung without noticeable error.”335 This was Work’s 
first experience with shape-note singing, so he continued his writing by explaining how 
the four shapes work as musical symbols. He collaborated with Jesse Humphrey, the 
                                                            
332 PBS, “The Blues, The Songs & The Artists: About The Radio Series,” pbs.org, https://www.pbs.org/ 
theblues/songsartists/songsradio.html (accessed October 2, 2020). 
333The Hymns and Carols of Christmas, “John Wesley Work,” Hymnsandcarolsofchristmas.com. 
334 There are two versions of Sacred Harp. The Cooper book, compiled by B.F. White, descended from a 
1902 revision from W.M. Cooper in Alabama. The Denson book was compiled by friends and family of 
White in 1911, “The Sacred Harp,” New George Encyclopedia, 
https://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/arts-culture/sacred-harp (accessed March 16, 2021). 
335 Work, John W., “Plantation Meistersinger.” The Musical Quarterly 27, no. 1 (1941): 99, JSTOR, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/739370 (accessed September 29, 2020). 
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president of the Shape-Note Singers of Ozark, Alabama, who Work described as “a 
zealous, yet genial songster enjoying the respect and esteem of the entire membership,” 
to study the rich history of shape-note singing in Black communities.336 Work connected 
with Judge Jackson (1883-1958), 337 a composer of many shape-note songs and editor of 
The Colored Sacred Harp.338 As groundwork for his experience at the Sixteenth Annual 
Session of the Alabama and Florida Union State Sacred Harp Singing Convention in 
Ozark, Alabama on September 24-25, 1938, Work studied The Colored Sacred Harp as 
well as the “Rudiments of Music” article by V. Howard Talley for shape-note singing 
lessons and other rudimentary theory lessons.339 Work’s participation during the 
convention was driven purely out of curiosity. He stated, “My interest in this music was 
aroused in the summer of 1938 by Miss Ruby Ballard, Supervisor of Negro Schools in 
Dale County, Alabama, who was in attendance at Fisk University. She described a 
musical activity, entirely new to me, which was deeply imbedded in the culture of the 
section.”340 It is interesting that Work had not heard of this musical activity of shape-note 
singing prior to this trip. He even explains shape-note singing in this article as if it was a 
new phenomenon to him.341 During his analysis of this community’s music, Work did not 
                                                            
336 Work, John W., “Plantation Meistersinger,” 97-106. 
337 Jackson grew up as a sharecropper’s son, received very little education, and went to work for a farmer at 
an early age. Jackson’s employer prohibited him from attending the local Sacred Harp meetings, so he 
interviewed people who did join those assemblies and composed similar songs based off his documentation 
of their experiences, which were comprised in much of The Colored Sacred Harp. This book was a 77-
song, 98-page document where 17 of the songs are his original compositions, and many others are from the 
interviewed musicians. Jackson later organized the Alabama and Florida Union State Sacred Harp Singing 
Convention in 1922. This book was Jackson’s personal achievement and serves as a record of African-
American shape-note singing during its most momentous period. Joe Dan Boyd, “Jackson, Judge,” Grove 
Music Online, https://www-oxfordmusiconline-
com.ezproxy.uky.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/ 
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338 Judge Jackson, The Colored Sacred Harp (Ozark, Alabama).  
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340 Robert Gordon and Bruce Nemerov, eds, Lost Delta Found, 5. 
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84 
 
think that he could appropriately make a musicological conclusion. In his final thoughts, 
he noted the restrictiveness of the community’s musical participation.  
Regrettably to one whose interest in Negro folk-songs has 
been lifelong, shape-note singing in southeast Alabama has 
stifled all other folk expressions. No spirituals or other 
social folk-songs are sung. There is no opportunity afforded 
for their development. Time which might be given to camp-
meetings and church associations, the birthplace of the 
spirituals, is consumed in shape-note conventions. Then 
too, the musical tastes of the people have developed an 
appreciation for the intellectual aspects of musicianship 
rather than an appreciation – which is necessary for the 
pleasure in singing spirituals – for the sensuousness of a 
single strand of melody. What the implications are here, the 
sociologist must interpret – not the musician. 342   
 
Work’s Sentiments on the Emerging Spiritual  
Spiritual arrangements can be performed by both choruses and individuals. I will first 
highlight the arrangements for chorus. The group that exerted the greatest influence on 
spiritual arrangements was the Fisk Jubilee Singers. When the school’s financial situation 
threatened to close the institution in 1871, George L. White, treasurer of Fisk at the time, 
selected twelve students and began more than two years of training to prepare them for a 
tour that would help raise money for the school. White’s version of the spiritual re-casted 
the harmony as diatonic and relied heavily on primary triads and dominant seventh 
chords. Dialect was exercised only where it was important to the expression of the lyrics. 
White altered the essence of the original spiritual while crafting something that White, 
ticket-buying audiences would find intriguing. Once they began touring, the program 
featured spirituals, but also presented a substantial portion of classical repertoire in the 
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program.343 Subsequently, singing groups from all across the United States began to 
travel and perform these stylized arrangements as well. These groups later published their 
arrangements.344 Nathaniel Dett, who taught at Lane College, Lincoln Institute, and 
Hampton Institute and who was largely responsible for helping to create a Classical 
music/African aesthetic, wrote piano and choral arrangements of spirituals to aid in his 
instruction. Hall Johnson formed the Hall Johnson Negro Choir and was quite particular 
with his notation of spirituals. A historian named Eugene Thomson quoted the following 
about Johnson’s arrangements: “Like Verdi, Hall Johnson was meticulous to a fault in 
marking tempi and expressions in his scores, and fanatical about the observance of these 
markings in performance. Any temptation to apply the freedoms of the ‘Gospel style’ 
should be avoided.”345  
As stated before, the spiritual arrangements can also be written for solo 
performance. One of the most popular spiritual arrangements for solo performance was 
Harry T. Burleigh’s (1866—1949) “Deep River.” Many music historians consider this 
arrangement to be the first time a spiritual was constructed as an art song form.346 
Burleigh’s arrangement further inspired singers and other arrangers to integrate the 
spiritual into the Western classical aesthetic as concert repertoire. Most spiritual 
enthusiasts remember Harry T. Burleigh’s art song spirituals because his piano lines 
sought to balance the voice with artistic expression with chromaticism, variation, and 
sensitivity.347 Burleigh’s arrangement increased the popularity of the spiritual within the 
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repertoire of the soloist. Popular spiritual soloists include notable figures such as Marian 
Anderson, Paul Robeson, Ethel Waters, and Alberta Hunter.348 Another noteworthy 
arranger is Florence Beatrice Price. She has recently been receiving more recognition in 
scholarship as a composer. She was highlighted as the arranger for the spiritual “My 
Soul’s Been Anchored in the Lord” when Marian Anderson performed the selection 
during her Lincoln Memorial concert in 1939. Roland Hayes, also a popular name in the 
spiritual arrangement variety, was a mentor for professional musicians such as Marian 
Anderson, Paul Robeson, Leontyne Price, Edward Boatner and William Warfield. All of 
the aforementioned arrangements and performers flourished the spiritual in concert 
performance in the first half of the twentieth century. However, the increase in 
arrangements by different composers yielded interesting critique. 
John Work III held his own criticism of the various arrangements that were 
beginning to be recognized. In “A New American Music Form,” Work stated: “…today’s 
arrangements of spirituals in many instances are very skillfully conceived harmony and a 
form which may well be classified as ‘theme and variations.’ Indeed, the arranged 
spiritual must be recognized now as a distinctive, new, original American musical 
form.”349 He believed this statement because Western art music heavily influenced the 
arrangement and preserved very little of African-American folk traditions. He 
complained that people use the words “arrangement,” “harmonization,” “adaptation,” 
“derivation,” and “transcription” interchangeably but, these all have different meanings. 
He further proclaimed that spiritual arrangements were not taken seriously for four clear 
                                                            
348 One interesting fact: These artists stayed at John C. Payne’s home while they were touring. Payne was 
an arranger of spiritual art songs, one of them being “Standin’ in de Need o’ Prayer” in 1942. Jones, A 
Century of Negro Spirituals. 
349 John Work III, “A New American Music Form” Motive (May 1946): 41. 
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reasons. One, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s “Twenty-six Transcriptions of Negro 
Melodies.”350 Two, the attitude that Negro spirituals should be sung by African 
Americans only provided a problem. Three, the arrangement delimited the original 
spiritual’s musical value because of simplicity. Lastly, he felt that the association of it in 
the public’s mind with the jazzy rendition of spirituals by various groups over the air 
gave it a less-than-serious tone.351 
Ultimately, Work perceived potential problems with the emerging spiritual 
arrangements. After his discussion of styles of spirituals, Work concluded his essay “The 
Negro Spirituals” by saying that abnormalities were beginning to creep into the 
spiritual.352 To clarify the idea of the spiritual being abnormal, a moment must be taken 
to understand how Work categorized arrangements. Work named spiritual arrangements 
that are closest to their original compositional form as “classical spirituals.” He then 
labeled spirituals before the use of instruments as “Spirituals BI” (BI means “before 
instruments”) and spirituals after instruments as “Spirituals AI” (“after instruments”).353 
Work mentioned before instruments and after instruments because he believed those 
spiritual arrangement classifications were too different to place into one category. 
Preeminently, he wanted to preserve the more authentic, a capella style of the spiritual. 
Work also commented on the changes he saw in the spiritual within worship 
settings. In “Changing Patterns in Negro Folk Songs,” in The Journal of American 
                                                            
350 Work mentioned this collection but did not go into the reason why it was not taken seriously. Upon 
further research of the “Twenty-six Transcriptions of Negro Melodies,” I determined that the spirituals 
were stretched far beyond their original transcriptions and altered into something more abstract. Work’s 
mentioning of the title and not furthering elaborating was meant as a slight toward the piece. 
351 Work, “A New American Music Form,” 42. 
352 Work, “The Negro Spirituals,” 24. 
353 John Work III, “The Negro Spirituals” 22. 
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Folklore in 1949,354 Work described the different rhythmic features of different religious 
denominations: Missionary Baptist, Primitive Baptist, and the Holiness Church. Work 
observed music at services of all three of these denominations. Ravenel Sass (1884-
1958), a South Carolinian who wrote a few years prior to Work’s article about the death 
of the Negro spiritual in the American Scene, provided incentive for his article.  During 
Work’s lifetime, it was feared that the original features of the Negro spiritual would soon 
disappear from congregational singing in churches, however Work believed that the style 
of singing that was once featured in Negro spirituals had transferred (or “passed over”) to 
another type of song. Work judged that the addition of instrumental accompaniment was 
the first noticeable change of the singing in churches during his lifetime.355  
 
When defining the Negro spiritual, one must note the history of its development, 
the characteristics of its musical elements, the figurative and metaphorical language 
within the lyrics, and the group of composers/arrangers/performers who participate in this 
musical phenomenon. Work’s perspective of the spiritual, while appreciating the 
musicality of emerging arrangements and performance, prioritizes the preservation of the 






354 This journal produced by the American Folklore society quarterly and was established in 1888. 
American Folklore Society, “Journal of American Folklore,” Afsnet.org, https://www.afsnet.org/page/JAF 
(accessed October 2, 2020). 
355 John Work III. “Changing Patterns in Negro Folk Songs,” Journal of American Folklore 62, no. 244 




Work’s Preferences for Spiritual Arrangement Styles 
“Tell All the World, John”356 
Work’s spiritual arrangements are perhaps the most published portion of his 
musical oeuvre. He wrote these arrangements to assist the Fisk Jubilee Singers in their 
concert repertoire. Based on my observation of his writings and his arrangements, Work’s 
preferences for arrangement style centered on simple harmony and melody, with minimal 
accompaniment. Although conservative, he was not totally unaccepting of variance 
concerning the spiritual arrangement. He did note the evolution of the spiritual, as 
expressed through one of his writings, saying that the Negro spiritual had “passed over” 
to another type of song357. But, his admiration for the most original form of the spiritual 
can be seen in his appreciation of the Primitive Baptist Church’s rituals. He regarded 
their worship service as the “most beautiful ritual” because the meter, melody, and 
harmony were not distinguishable, but “incidental.”358  
As I stated previously from his book, American Negro Songs, Work believed 
there were three kinds of spirituals 
From the standpoint of form, melodic variety, and 
emotional expressiveness, the spiritual is the most highly 
developed of the Negro folk-songs. There are many types 
of spirituals, but they can be classed in three groups: the 
“call and response chant”; the slow, sustained, long-phrase 
melody; and the syncopated, segmented melody.359 
                                                            
356 This subtitle is a title of a spiritual and is a pun on the subject of John Work III preserving spirituals and 
documenting them for the world. 
357 John Work III, “The Negro Spirituals,” 21. 
358 Ibid. 




This chapter will delve into each of these styles, using one example from each to 
demonstrate Work’s arrangement practice. The arrangements that will be discussed are 
“This Little Light of Mine,” “My Lord, What a Mourning,” and “Go Tell It on the 
Mountain.” 
“This Little Light O’ Mine” 
 “This Little Light O’ Mine” represents the first group, “call and response chant,” 
because in church congregations a leader will sing the part “This little light of mine” 
followed by the congregation singing “I’m going to let it shine” and so forth. Although 
Work does not have a transcription of “This Little Light of Mine” in his book, he 
arranges the song in a way that is very different from what has been popularly known. 
First, whereas the song can contain many additional verses created impromptu by the 
congregation (“Jesus gave it to me…” and “Shine, shine, shine…”) Work introduces only 
two verses (“This little light of mine” and “Everywhere I go”). He only covered two 
verses for this arrangement because it is for the solo singer in concert performance. The 
constant repetition of the melody would become tiresome to both the soloist and the 
audience after a while. The rhythm of this arrangement is similar to written versions of 
the congregational song that does not contain a swing rhythm or heavy syncopation. The 
congregation would not see the swing rhythm, but it was implied through oral tradition to 
sing it that way during worship. That particular practice would not work well in Work’s 
arrangement because it is supposed to be a slow-moving arrangement in art song style, 
which brings me to another point. “This Little Light of Mine” is traditionally popular in 
church for its upbeat tempo, but Work arranges with an andante tempo that almost gives 
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the song a somber existence. Furthermore, this arrangement has piano accompaniment 
that equally matches the voice and dissonant chords that change what was once upbeat 
and bright into a more serious selection. The melody is different from traditional song but 
is not challenging for any professional singer of spirituals and does not contain any 
extravagant leaps or melismas.  
 
Figure 12. John Work III, “This Little Light of Mine” (Medium Voice with Piano 
Accompaniment), Galaxy Music Corporation, 1945, Fisk University Special Collections, 
John Work III Microfilm, Fisk University Library, Box 11, Folder 12. 
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I believe Work viewed “This Little Light of Mine” as a popular spiritual, but he wanted 
to create a version that was completely different from what one would hear from a church 
congregation because it provides a different feeling to the listener. It causes the listener, 
particularly one who is familiar with the typical rendering through oral tradition, to truly 
ponder the significance of the lyrics. Work keeps this arrangement simple, but the chords 
provide a warmth that gives this song a solemn reflective tone for the listener who is used 
to the more celebratory conveyance. 
 
“My Lord, What a Morning” 
“My Lord, What a Morning” represents the group of “slow, sustained, long-
phrase melodies.” Work wrote two arrangements of this spiritual. The first version was 
for men’s chorus (Tenor I, Tenor II, Bass I, and Bass II). Before taking a look at this 
version, here is the transcription provided in American Negro Songs to help us better 




Figure 13. John Work III, “My Lord What a Mourning,” from American Negro Songs: 
230 Folk Songs and Spirituals, Religious and Secular (New York: Crown Publishers, 
Inc., 1940), 92. 
 
 
The first noticeable difference in this transcription is the title, which is “My Lord, 
What a Mourning” instead of “My Lord, What a Morning.” The title could demonstrate 
two perspectives that are still referencing one meaning. “Morning” and “mourning” 
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represent two different perspectives for the lyrics of this spiritual. “Mourning” means 
“the act of sorrowing,”360 and in this spiritual the term represents a day in reach all is 
coming to an end (“the stars begin to fall”).361 “Morning,” or “Mornin’” (a shortened 
vernacular spelling of the word “morning”) means “the time from sunrise to noon,” but 
more importantly, also means “a period of first development.”362  Either way, this song 
represents events from the book of Revelation, which is considered the end or beginning, 
depending on point of view. The rhythm in this transcription contains minimal 
syncopation in order to provide simple reading for singing groups and congregations. The 
form is stanza and refrain similar to a hymn. The harmony is a simple SATB style, and 
the melody is in the soprano voice, and is not complex for the singer (does not contain 
difficult intervals or melismas). 
Work published his first arrangement of “My Lord, What a Mornin’” in 1929. 
The rhythm, harmony, and form of the voices are similar to Work’s transcription from 
American Negro Songs. What is different is the addition of piano accompaniment, but 
this is written for rehearsal purposes only. Another difference is the tenor voice that sings 
the melody, which is a different approach from the highest-pitched voice, soprano, 
carrying the tune.  
 
                                                            
360 “Mourning,” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/mourning (accessed March 12, 2021). 
361 Revelation 8:10-11, KJV, Revelation 21:4, KJV 
362 “Morning,” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-




Figure 14. John Work III, “My Lord, What a Morning!” (For Men’s Voices), Theodore 
Presser Co., 1929, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 3. This figure specifically highlights the melody held 
in the tenor voice, the piano accompaniment “for rehearsal only,” and the different title 




Figure 15. John Work III, “My Lord, What a Morning!” (For Men’s Voices), Theodore 
Presser Co., 1929, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 






Work published his second version of “My Lord, What a Mornin’” for SATB chorus in 
1964. The title here uses a dialect. The figure below displays a similar rhythm and form 




Figure 16. John Work III, “My Lord, What a Mornin’” (For Mixed Voices), Theodore 
Presser Co., 1964, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 





Figure 17. John Work III, “My Lord, What a Mornin’” (For Mixed Voices), Theodore 
Presser Co., 1964, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 3. In measure 9-16, note the similarities in rhythm 
between this figure and the transcription. 
 
 
This arrangement highlights the baritone soloist. The harmony of this arrangement is not 
too extravagant nor dissonant, and it follows a voice-leading similar to a hymn. The 
soprano holds the melody during the refrains, and the soloist sings the melody during the 
solo portion. The only melodic variant Work provides is on the third “My Lord” in the 
refrain. The part sung by the soprano reaches a higher eighth note than is expected from 




Figure 18. John Work III, “My Lord, What a Mornin’” (For Mixed Voices), Theodore 
Presser Co., 1964, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 













“Go Tell It on the Mountain” 
 
Figure 19. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain,” from American Negro Songs: 
230 Folk Songs and Spirituals, Religious and Secular (New York: Crown Publishers, 




The next arrangement I will analyze is “Go Tell It on the Mountain.” The 1945 
version of “Go Tell It on the Mountain” does not contain much dialect (“ev’rywhere” 
instead of “everywhere”). The rhythm of this spiritual is originally syncopated, and this 
arrangement does not stray from its upbeat nature. As for the form, the refrain is 
introduced twice in the beginning, followed by the usual stanza and refrain style, the 
soprano voice singing the first stanza, the tenor voice singing the second, and the soprano 
coming back to singing the final stanza. Each stanza is followed by the refrain. The 
harmony uses SATB voice-leading, and the chorus sings “hm’s” during each solo verse. 
The soprano voice holds the melody during the refrain, and the soloist holds the melody 
during the stanzas. This song is to be performed entirely unaccompanied, but the sheet 
music does incorporate piano accompaniment for rehearsal only. 
 
Figure 20. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (SSA), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1945, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 2-12. In measures 17-18, note the “hm” in alto 
soprano and alto voices during the soprano solo. 
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Work’s 1946 arrangement is similar to the 1945 version in text and rhythm, in that they 
follow his original transcription. However, the form is unique. There is a refrain at the 
beginning where tenors lead the first two bars, then the bass join and sing the refrain 
twice. A solo tenor sings the three stanzas while the other voices “hm.” This arrangement 
is a capella and the harmony is similar to the 1945 version, and the melody is sung by the 
second tenor voices. 
 
 
Figure 21. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (TTBB), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1946, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 2-12. Measures 1-7 provide an example of the tenor 




Figure 22. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (TTBB), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1946, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 2-12. In measures 15-17, note the “hm” in first tenor 





The 1949 version has the same text as others and the same rhythm as others. However, 
the texture does get slightly more polyphonic on the repeat of the opening refrain. The 






Figure 23. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (SSA), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1949, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 2-12. In measures 12-15, look at how the soprano 




This arrangement also contains piano accompaniment for performance, including an 
introduction and coda for piano solo. The harmony mimics Work’s other arrangements, 
but this particular selection was written for women’s voices (soprano I and II and alto). 
The soprano voice has the melody and it has not been altered from Work’s original 




Figure 24. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (SSA), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1949, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, 








Figure 25. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (SSA), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1949, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 





The 1952 version is very similar to the previous arrangement of 1949 in that it has the 
same piano introduction and similar coda. The soloist must have a high voice according 





Figure 26. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (Solo voice), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1952, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 2-12. Note how the piano introduction is the same for 
the women’s chorus in 1949. 
   
 
 
Figure 27. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (Solo voice), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1952, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 
University Library, Box 11, Folder 2-12. This figure displays the piano coda that is 
similar to Work’s 1949 arrangement. 
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The 1953 arrangement uses a piano introduction and coda as well, and Work recycled the 
material from the 1949 and 1952 arrangements for the piano portion.  
 
Figure 28. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (SSA), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1953, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 








Figure 29. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (SSA), Galaxy Music 
Corporation, 1953, Fisk University Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk 




Work’s latest arrangement of “Go Tell It on the Mountain” is his 1955 version, and it is 
unique because of the addition of children’s voices. The rhythm of each individual line is 
simple, but because of the polyphonic passage at the beginning, it complicates the 
counting. The alto, tenor, and bass voices begin with a slower introduction, stanza and 




Figure 30. John Work III, “Go Tell It on the Mountain” (For Unaccompanied Chorus of 
Mixed Voices with Junior Choir), Galaxy Music Corporation, 1955, Fisk University 
Special Collections, John Work III Microfilm, Fisk University Library, Box 11, Folder 2-
12. Notice how each voice is singing their own melody and rhythm in the first two 
measures of this arrangement. 
 
The arrangement, just like the others, is a capella, The voices are soprano, alto, tenor, 
bass, and “junior choir.” The junior choir holds the melody as well as the solo portions. 
 
The three aforementioned spirituals were not the only spiritual arrangements of 
Work. He has 80 documented, notated arrangements of spirituals. 42 of these are in 
SATB, the most common medium for the concert spiritual. 34 arrangements contained 
solos within the chorus, and 15 arrangements were for solo performance. Most forms 
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were verse and refrain (55), but surprisingly, only 17 arrangements had a call and 
response format, which is a common format for oral tradition influenced by African 
musical elements. Only 25 arrangements required accompaniment (piano or organ), and 
simply 4 arrangements were for instruments only (solo organ). Based on these numbers, 
Work preferred to write spirituals for mixed chorus, women’s chorus, and men’s chorus, 
with a solo portion, verse and refrain form, and a cappella. The melodies and rhythms of 
the arrangement follow the transcriptions he previously introduced in American Negro 
Songs. Work wrote these arrangements during an increase toward “classical” concert 
music and a decrease from participatory origins. Work’s number of arrangements and his 





















“We’ll Understand It Better By and By” 
     --Charles Tindley 
This thesis investigates Work’s career in association with Negro songs (including 
sacred art and folk music) to illustrate how Work’s arrangements, compositions, and 
writings are underrepresented in research about Black American history. I believe the 
following conclusions can be drawn from this investigation. First, the documentation of 
obscure figures, such as Work, in the development of Negro spiritual arrangements 
remain largely unexplored. By increasingly researching these unsung figures, we 
contribute more to an understanding of American music history. Work is a significant 
figure to Black music history because he preserved cultural artifacts through 
documenting Negro folk songs via transcriptions and recordings, writing articles, and 
prioritizing a preservation of original traits in his spiritual arrangements. He functioned as 
historian, ethnographer, and preserver throughout his research on Black folk songs and 
spirituals. Additionally, he was a mediator during his collaboration with the Library of 
Congress in Coahoma County, Mississippi. He was an adapter by arranging spirituals for 
the Fisk Jubilee Singers, yielding positive reception among audiences in concert 
performances. Researching and documenting Work has unveiled his unheralded efforts 
on transcriptions of spirituals (American Negro Songs) and his writings of spirituals and 
folk songs (“Changing Patterns in Negro Folk Songs,” “The Negro Spirituals,” etc.), 




The second conclusion is that John Work III and his family had direct and indirect 
influences on Black sacred music through the Fisk Jubilee Singers. With respect to the 
direct influences, although John Work I was not the director of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, 
the members of the ensemble sang for Work in the church choir. This relationship was 
influential because spirituals were sung more in the church context. It is highly likely that 
their exposure to the spirituals would have come through the church more than from 
George White, their first director. John Work II was director from 1889 to 1923. He 
arranged spirituals for their performances and recordings. Henrietta Crawley Myers was 
the director from 1924 to 1946. However, she was a Fisk Jubilee Singer, and she sang 
under John Work II. John Work III was director from 1946 to 1956 and composed new 
arrangements for the ensemble while also continuing to use his father’s music for 
performances. Matthew Kennedy served as director from 1957 to 1986. He was a singer 
under John Work III’s direction. Dr. Anthony Williams (director from 1987 to 1990) and 
Dr. Paul Kwami (current director) have continued to use Work III’s arrangements in 
concert performances. The Work family has had a continued presence in the life of the 
Fisk Jubilee Singers. Without the influence of the Work family, specifically Work III, the 
Fisk Jubilee Singers would not have benefited from their collection of spiritual 
arrangements that provided the beauty of the original sound over the loosely-evolving 
occurrence of Black sacred music for fundraising purposes. Work’s repertoire provided 
the jubilee singers’ performances with the ability to keep the original sound of the 
spirituals present.  
Third, based on an analysis of his arrangements, Work had a conservative 
approach in order to preserve the spiritual’s most original traits, as can be seen in his 
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practice. As Work mentioned before, George White took the spirituals and standardized 
them so that predominantly-White audiences could understand them. One could attribute 
the reason for George White’s arrangement style to the necessity to assimilate into the 
predominantly-White culture for marketability and patronage. This assimilation is 
symptomatic of the systemic racism evident in the entertainment industry. We can 
conclude that Work valued Black dignity and considered the cultural artifacts of African 
Americans worthy of embrace. We see Work’s value of Black dignity in his experience 
with the Fisk Jubilee Singers and their protest of the usage of “grotesque racist 
caricatures.” We see his embrace of African-American cultural artifacts through his many 
projects of documenting the folk music of more socio-economically disadvantaged areas 
of the South. We also see his value of Black culture and role as mediator during the 
singers’ tour when the audience strictly requested spiritual songs, even though the singers 
wanted to perform some classical selections. He explained that the spiritual arrangements 
were some of the most artful pieces of music they could perform. Work III demonstrated 
the impact slavery had on Black Americans in the United States through these tours and 
his arrangements, transcriptions, recordings, and writings, and he gave a voice to the 
voiceless in adding to the story of Black Americans. 
 
Future Research and Questions 
As mentioned before, further research needs to be done on lesser-known figures, 
including Work. My research is merely a starting point for more exploration. One subject 
is the presence of Work’s spirituals during the Civil Rights Movement. The performance 
of spirituals was not limited to the past during slavery, but they also were frequently used 
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in the Civil Rights Era by activists for protests during the 1950s and 1960s.363 Since 
spirituals were present in the Civil Rights Movement, one could conduct research to 
ascertain if Work’s arrangements were also present. In Work’s article “Plantation 
Meistersingers,” when discussing shape-note singing, he expressed unfamiliarity. The 
topic of Black shape-note singing communities could be another field of investigation.364 
Additionally, as Work commented, sociological research could also be done on these 
communities to explore questions of openness to other art forms and community values 
that encourage or discourage such sentiments. Work’s arrangements often have “For 
Women’s Voices” or “For Men’s Voices” right below the title. One could examine the 
usage of the male and female voice and perceptions of gender norms in spiritual 
arrangements. One period of Work’s life could be further researched. Work attended 
Juilliard but never graduated. Furthermore, there is little documentation on his experience 
with the institution. More information needs to be obtained to fully understand why he 
was not able to finish this program. 
 Fisk University Special Collections was able to provide Work’s documents 
through microfilm, but much of the tangible documents were missing according to the 
school. I have discovered that when searching for written documentation in a subject that 
is strongly dependent on oral tradition and the community, written evidence is scarce. I 
have also concluded that due to these communities being very wary of granting access to 
                                                            
363 Randye Jones, “The Negro Spiritual: From Cotton Field to Concert Hall,” The Gospel Truth about the 
Negro Spiritual, The Spirituals Database, https://spirituals-database.com/the-negro-
spiritual/#sthash.mxMCPky3.dpbs (accessed November 7, 2018). 
364 Black shapte note research has been undertaken in connection with the Wiregrass Singers, which led to a 
research center. “African American Rural Hymnody and the Sacred Harp,” Berea College Special 





irreplaceable documentation, additional sources of documents might prove to be valuable. 
For example, non-immediate family members, former students (such as Matthew 
Kennedy and his family), and Work’s historically Black fraternity, Omega Psi Phi 
Fraternity, Incorporated, may be able to access documents that are inaccessible or 
undiscovered. Work composed selections based off poems by Langston Huges. Being 
that Hughes is a figure of the Harlem Renaissance, and Work did spend some time in 
New York during its beginning, future research to conclude how Work influenced or was 
influenced by those figures of this time period would be interesting. Lastly, jubilee 
groups formed after the popular Fisk Jubilee Singers. It would be interesting to see if 
those institutions either performed Work’s arrangements or modeled their performances 
of arrangements after Work’s style. That could be done through arrangement analyses 
and comparisons from these other ensembles.  
John Wesley Work III is a significant figure in the telling of the story of the 
African-American experience through recording, arranging, and performing. From the 
spiritual to the Negro folk song, John W. Work III helps the field of musicology by 
allowing a voice of the often voiceless to speak in academia. To consider Work worthy of 
study is to also consider the people he documented and whose songs he documented 


























































Alternative titles A Little More Faith in Jesus365 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano and tenor solos, 
piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, Box 
11, Folder 5-6 
 
Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1962 
 
First line of text “All I want, All I want, All I want is a little 
more faith in Jesus.” 
 










2. Done Made My Vow to the Lord 
 
Alternative Titles Done Made My Vow 
 
Medium S.A.T.B with tenor or soprano solo, a 
cappella 
 
Compositional format Verse (solo) and refrain (chorus), some 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1965 
 
Recordings The Properest Day To Sing, The Stillman 
College Choir, LP; A Little Talk With 
Jesus, The Finnish-American Gospel 
Team – Gospelteamet, FEBS FE-73122, 
LP 
 
First line of text “Done made my vow to the Lord and I 
never will turn back.” 
Text author Unknown 
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Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corporation, 1952 
 
First line of text “Down on me, down on me, Looks like 
ev’rybody in the whole round’ worl’s 
down on me.” 
 




4. Enter This Band 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B with soprano solo, piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 7 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corporation, 1953 
 
First line of text “Enter this band, we have sweet music!” 
 





5. Give Me Jesus 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano or tenor solo 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1961 
 
First line of text “Dark midnight was my cry…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 
Additional comments Published in “The Choir Leader” in 1961 
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Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 5 
 
Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1961, 1962 
 
First line of text No text 
 




7. Give Me Your Hand
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B with soprano solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Mills Music Inc., 1960 
 
First line of text “O give me your hand, give me your 
hand, All I want is the love of God…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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8. Glory to That New-Born King 
 
Alternative titles Glory to the Newborn King 
 
Medium T.T.B.B. with tenor solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser Co., 1929 
 
First line of text “O Mary, what you goin’ to name that 
pretty little baby?” 
 











9. Glory to That New-Born King 
 
Alternative titles Glory to the Newborn King 
 
Medium Mixed voices with soprano solo, a 
cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser Co., 1935 
 
First line of text “O Mary, what you goin’ to name that 
pretty little baby?” 
 







10. Go Down, Moses (from Jubilee: Collection of Spirituals Arranged for Mixed 
Chorus) 
 
Alternative titles Go Down, Moses, Let My People Go; 
When Israel was in Egypt’s Land 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with baritone solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston Inc., 1962 
 
First line of text “When Israel was in Egypt Land, ‘Let my 
people, go’” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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11. Going Home to Live with God 
 
Alternative titles Soon I Will Be Done 
 
Medium S.A.T.B., a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 1 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro., 1934 
 
First line of text “Soon I will be done with the trouble of 
the world..” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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12. Go Tell It on the Mountain 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Voice with piano or organ 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folders 2-12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1952 
 
Recordings Sing Ye The Praises of the Lord, Margaret 
Harris, LP, 1979; Recorded Live in 
Europe During Her Latest Concert Tour, 
Mahalia Jackson, 1962 
 
First line of text “Go tell it on the mountain Over he hills 
and ev’rywhere!” 
 








13. Go Tell It on the Mountain 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano and tenor solo, a 
cappella 
 





Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folders 2-12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1945 
 
Recordings Christmas Hymns and Carols, Victor 
Chorale, RCA Victor Red Seal, MO 1077, 
4xShellac, 12”, 1946; Spirituals, Howard 
University Choir under the direction of 
Warner Lawson, RCA Victor, ERA 1-
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2126, 7”, 45 RPM, EP, 1957; Christmas 
Hymns and Carol, Victor Chorale and 
Robert Shaw, 1946; Hymns of Faith, 
North Park College Choir under the 
direction of David L. Thorburn, Delta 
Records DRS75-551A/B, LP, 1975; 
Negro Spirituals, Industrial Chemistry 
Choir of the Faculty of Engineering of the 
State Technical University, YCHIX-77, 
LP, Stereo, 1977; Christmas with the 
Westminster Choir, Westminster Choir 
under the direction of Joseph 
Flummerfelt, Book-Of-The-Month 
Records 71-6664, LP, 1983; Christmas In 
The Seventies, Fairburn United Methodist 
Church, Fairburn, Georgia, Allied Artists 
Audio, LP; Christmas At Riverside, The 
Riverside Choir under the direction of 
Frederick Swann, Mirrosonic Records, 
LTD CS 7228, LP 
 
First line of text “Go tell it on the mountain Over the hills 
and ev’rywhere!” 
 





14. Go Tell It on the Mountain 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Male Voices (tenor I and II, bass I and II) 
with tenor solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folders 2-12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1946 
 
First line of text “Go tell it on the mountain Over the hills 
and ev’rywhere!” 
 





15. Go Tell It on the Mountain 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Women’s voices (soprano I and II, alto) 
with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folders 2-12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1949 
 
First line of text “Go tell it on the mountain Over the hills 
and ev’rywhere!” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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16. Go Tell It on the Mountain 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Women’s voices (soprano and alto) 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folders 2-12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1953 
 
First line of text “Go tell it on the mountain Over the hills 
and ev’rywhere!” 
 




17. Go Tell It on the Mountain 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with junior choir (soprano 
and alto), a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work 
Collection, Box 11, Folders 2-12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1955 
 
Recordings Christmas Time with The Harlem 
Children’s Chorus, The Harlem 
Children’s Chorus, Commonwealth 
United Records CU-6003, LP, 1970 
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First line of text “Go tell it…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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18. He Arose 
 
 
Alternative titles He Rose; He Arose from the Read, He ‘Ros
 
Medium S.A.T.B. (alto I and II), a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, Nashvi
John Work Collection, Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro, 1944 
First line of text “He arose, He arose, He arose from the dead
Text author Unknown 






19. He Never Said a Mumbling Word 
 
 
Alternative titles He Never Said a Mumblin’ Word; He 
Never Said a Mumbalin’ Word 
 
Medium Men’s voices (tenor I and II, baritone, 
and bass), a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 






First line of text “They led him to Pilate’s bar…” 
 














20. I Got a Home In-a That Rock 
 
Alternative titles I Got a Home In-a Dat Rock; I Got a 
Home in That Rock 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1952 
 
First line of text “I got a home in-a that rock, don’t you 
see.” 
 




21. If You Love God, Serve Him 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Unison voices with organ or piano 
 
Compositional format Verse and refrain (conversation 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher Broadman Press, 1962 
 
First line of text “If you love God, serve Him, 
Hallelujah! Praise ye the Lord,…” 
 









22. I, John, Saw the Holy Number 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano and tenor solos, 
a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11 Folder 2 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1962 
 
First line of text “Saw the number holy number…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 
Additional comments To Nathaniel G. Williams, Conductor 
The Huston-Tillotson College Choir 
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23. I Know My Road is Rough and Rocky 
 
 
Alternative titles My Road is Rough and Rocky 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1952 
 
First line of text “I know my road is rough an’rocky; I 
got to travel it for myself.” 
 









24. I’m A-Rolling Through an Unfriendly World 
 
 
Alternative titles I’m A Rollin’ Through an Unfriendly 









Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1959 
 
First line of text No text 
 


















Alternative titles I’m A Rollin’ Through an Unfriendly 
World; I’m Rolling Through This 
Unfriendly World 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1950 
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First line of text “I’m a-rolling, I’m a-rolling, I’m a-
rolling through an unfriendly 
world,…” 
 






















26. I’m Goin’ to March Down to Jordan 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1952 
 
First line of text “I’m goin’ to march down, march 
down; Yes, I’m goin’ to march down 
to Jordan, hallelujah!” 
 




27. I’m Goin’ to Sing 
 
 
Alternative titles I’m Going to Sing; I’m Goin’ a Sing 
When the Spirit Says Sing 
 
Medium Organ or piano, solo or a few voices 
in unison 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Broadman Press, 1964 
 
First line of text “I’m goin’ to sing when the spirit says 
sing,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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28. In Bright Mansions Above 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1952 
 
First line of text “In bright mansions above, In bright 
mansions above, Lord,…” 
 









29. I’ve Been in the Storm So Long 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano or tenor solo, a 
cappella 
 





Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1954 
Recordings Fisk Jubilee Singers under the 
direction of John W.Work, Word, W-
4007-LP, Mono, 1956 
 
First line of text “Been in the storm so long,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 







30. I’ve Been in the Storm So Long 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1952 
 
First line of text “I’ve been in the storm so long,…” 
 




31. I’ve Been Listening 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with medium voice solo and 
piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1965 
 
First line of text “I’ve been list’ning all the night 
long,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 




32. Jesus is a Rock in a Weary Lan’ 
 
 
Alternative titles Jesus is a Rock in a Weary Land 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
John Work Collection, Box 11, Folder 
3 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser Co., 1937 
 
First line of text “In a weary, weary lan’,…” 
 








Alternative titles Jesus Lay Yo’ Head in Da Winda 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with tenor and soprano 
solos, a cappella366 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
John Work Collection, Box 11, 
Folder 3 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1960 
 
First line of text “Jesus, Jesus lay,…” 
 




366 “The final codetta with the bass may be omitted if desired.” 
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34. Keep Me from Sinking Down (from Jubilee: Collection of Spirituals 




Alternative titles Keep Me from Sinkin’ Down 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with contralto solo, a 
cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
John Work Collection, Box 11, Folder 
3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1962 
 
First line of text “O Lord, O my Lord, O my good 
Lord, keep me from sinkin’ down.” 
 




35. Let Us Break Bread Together on Our Knees (from Jubilee: Collection of 
Spirituals Arranged for Mixed Chorus) 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B., a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1962 
 
First line of text “Let us break bread together on our 
knees,…” 
 




36. Let Us Cheer the Weary Traveller (from Jubilee: Collection of Spirituals 
Arranged for Mixed Chorus) 
Alternative titles Cheer the Weary Traveller; Let Us 
Cheer the Weary Traveler 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with tenor and soprano solos, 
a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1962 
 
First line of text “Let us cheer the weary traveler,…" 
 








Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.S.A. or S.A.A. with contralto solo, a 
cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporations, 1947 
 
First line of text “Angels shouting, shouting, 
shouting,…” 
 












38. Little Black Train 
 
 
Alternative titles The Little Black Train 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. (alto I and II) with mezzo 
soprano and tenor solos, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporations, 1956 
 
Recordings Steal Away: The African American 
Concert Spiritual, Seraphic Fire 
Media, 2016; A Farewell Concert, The 
Cleveland Heights High School Choir, 
Century Records  22549, LP, 1965; 
San Joaquin Delta College Home 
Concert May 18 & 19, 1966, Various 
artists, Century Records 24843, LP, 
1966 
 
First line of text “Little Black train is a comin’…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 
Additional comments From “The Negro Sings A New 
Heaven” by Mary Allen Grissom. 
Used by permission of The University 





39. Lord, I’m Out Here on Your Word 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. (alto I and II) with tenor 
solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1952 
 
Recordings The Elizabeth City State University 
Music Department, The Elizabeth City 
State University Music Department, 
High Achiever HA-0285, LP, 1985 
 
First line of text “Lord, I’m out here on your word,…” 
 










40. Mary An’ Martha Jus’ Gone Long (from John W. Work Choral Series) 
Alternative titles Mary and Martha’s just gone ‘long; 
Mary and Martha Have Just Gone 
‘Long; Mary and a-Martha’s just gone 
‘long 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano, alto, and tenor 
solos, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 12 
 
Publisher Chas. H. Hansen Music Co., 1951 
 
First line of text “Mary an’ Martha jus’ gone ‘long,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 




41. Mary Had a Little Baby (from Christmas, an American Annual) 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Augsburg Pub. House, 1961 
 
First line of text “Mary had a little Baby, Born in 
Bethlehem.” 
 











42. Mary, Where is Your Baby (from Christmas, an American Annual) 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Augsburg Pub. House, 1961 
 
First line of text “O Mary, where is your Baby?” 
 












43. My Lord, What a Morning! 
 
Alternative titles My Lord, What a Morning; My Lord 
What a Mornin’ 
 
Medium Men’s voices (tenor I and II, baritone, 
and bass) with voice solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser Co., 1929 
 
First line of text “My Lord, what a morning,…” 
 




44. My Lord, What a Mornin’ 
 
 
Alternative titles My Lord, What a Morning!; My Lord, 
What a Morning 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano and baritone 
solos, a cappella 
 
Compositional format Verse (baritone) and refrain (chorus 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser Co., 1964 
 
First line of text “My Lord, what a morning,…” 
 








45. New Born 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. (soprano I and II, alto, tenor 
I and II, and bass) with soprano and 
tenor solos, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 1 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro. 
 
First line of text “New Born! New Bron! O my good 
Lord!” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 
Additional comments To Mrs. Marie B. Johnson 
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46. New Born 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.S.A. (soprano I and II and alto) with 
solos, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 1 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro. 
 
First line of text “New Born! New Born! O my good 
Lord!” 
 










47. O! Give Me the Wings (from Ten Spirituals) 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1952 
 
First line of text “O! give me the wings, O good 
Lord,…” 
 










48. Oh! Peter! Go Ring Dem Bells (from Jubilee: Collection of Spirituals 
Arranged for Mixed Chorus) 
Alternative titles Oh Peter go Ring-a dem Bells; Oh, 
Peter, Go Ring Dem Bells; Oh! Peter 
go ring dem bells; Oh Peter, Go Ring 
Dem Bells 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with solo or semi-chours, a 
cappella 
 





Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1962 
 
First line of text “Oh Peter, go ring dem bells, Peter, go 
ring dem bell,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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49. Our Father 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with mezzo solo, a cappella 
 





Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1956 
 
Recordings Fisk Jubilee Singers, John W.Work, 
Word, W-4007-LP, Mono, 1956 
 
First line of text “Our Father which art in heaven, 
hallowed be, hallowed be Thy name.” 
 




50. O Lord, I’m Hungry (from Ten Spirituals) 
Alternative titles Oh Lord, I’m hungry and I wanna be 
fed; O Lord I’m Hungry 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 6 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1952 
 
First line of text “O Lord, I’m hungry, I want to be 
fed,…” 
 









51. Po’ Ol’ Laz’rus 
Alternative titles Po Ol Lazrus 
 
Medium Men’s voices (tenor I and II, baritone, 
and bass) with tenor and bass solos, a 
cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro., 1931, 1959 
(renewed) 
 
First line of text “Po’ ol’ Laz’rus ‘tween two 
mountains,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 










Alternative titles Rise up, shepherd, and follow; Rise Up 
Shepherd 
 
Medium S.A.T.B., a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 2 
 
Publisher Broadman Press, 1957 
 
First line of text “There’s a star in the East on Chritmas 
morn;” 
 
Text author Unknown 
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Alternative titles Rocking Jerusalem 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. (soprano, alto, tenor I and II, 
and bass I and II) with tenor and soprano 
solos, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser Co., 1940 
 
Recordings Christmas Hymns and Carols, Victor 
Chorale, RCA Victor Red Seal, MO 1077, 
4xShellac, 12”, 1946; Spirituals, Howard 
University Choir under the direction of 
Warner Lawson, RCA Victor, ERA 1-
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2126, Vinyl, 7”, 45 RPM, EP, 1957; My 
Damn Butterfly, My Damn Butterfly, CD, 
2008; Negro Spirituals, Det Norske 
Solistkor under the direction of Knut 
Nystedt, Ansgar EPANS 17, Vinyl, 7”, 45 
RPM, EP 
 
First line of text “O Mary, ring dem bell!” 
 




54. Rock My Soul in the Bosom of Abraham 
 
Alternative titles Rock-a My Soul in the Bosom of 
Abraham 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp., 1952 
 
Recordings Fisk Jubilee Singers, John W.Work, 
Word, W-4007-LP, Mono, 1956 
First line of text “O rock my soul in the bosom of 
Abraham,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 
Additional comments To Howard Pearsall, Conductor of The 
North Carolina A&T College Choir 
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55. Rock, Mount Sinai 
 
Alternative titles  N/A 
 
Medium  S.A.T.B. with soprano solo, 
a cappella 
 
Compositional format  Verse (solo) and refrain 
(chorus) 
 
Composer  Unknown 
 
Location  Fisk University Special 
Collections, Nashville, TN, 
John Work Collection, Box 
11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher  Galaxy Music Corporation, 
1962 
 
First line of text  “Rock, Mount Sinai, Rock 
Mount Sinai, Rock Mount 




Text author  Unknown 
 





























56. Run, Mourner, Run (from Jubilee: Collections of Spirituals Arranged for Mixed 
Chorus) 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1962 
First line of text “There’s singing here, there’s singing 



































57. Sinner Man, You Need Jesus (from The Organ Portfolio) 
 
 








Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 5 
 
Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1950 
 
First line of text No text 
 


















Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher The John Church Company, 1952 
 
Recordings Black Experience, Various artists, 
Century Records USR 3258, LP, 1971 
 
First line of text “Sinner, please don’t let this harvest 
pass,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 











Alternative titles Sittin’ Down Beside o’ the Lamb 
 
Medium Men’s voices (tenor, baritone, bass) with 
soloist (leader), a cappella 
 
Compositional format Call and response, verse (solo) and refrain 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser Co., 1929 
 
First line of text “Sittin’ down beside of the Lamb,…” 
 










Alternative titles Lullaby 
 
Medium S.S.A. with contralto solo, a cappella 
 
Compositional format Lullaby, verse and refrain 
 
Composer John W. Work, Sr. 
 
Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp, 1953 
 
First line of text “Sun has gone, has gone to sleep,…” 
 








61. Tell All the World, John (from Jubilee: Collections of Spirituals Arranged for 
Mixed Chorus) 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B with tenor, soprano, and alto 
solos, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1962 
 
First line of text “Tell all the world, John, Tell all the 
world, John, Tell all the world, John, I 
know another world that’s not like this.” 
 




62. There’s a meeting here, to-night! 
 
 
Alternative titles There’s a Meetin’ Here Tonight; There’s 
a Meeting Here Tonight 
 
Medium Men’s voices (tenor I and II, bass I and II) 
with tenor and bass solos, a cappella 
 





Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher E. C. Schirmer Music Co., 1950 
 
Recordings Fisk Jubilee Singers, John W.Work, 
Word, W-4007-LP, Vinyl, Mono, 1956 
 







































Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.S.A.A.T.B.B. with baritone solo, a 
cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 7 
 
Publisher Elkan-Vogel Co. 
 
First line of text “Mary was the Mother, Mother of the 
Saviour,…” 
 








Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher E.C. Schirmer, 1950 
 
First line of text “There is a Balm in Gilead To make the 
wounded whole,…” 
 










65. This Little Light O’Mine 
 
Alternative titles This Little Light of Mine 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1945 
 
Recordings Steal Away: The African American 
Concert Spiritual, Seraphic Fire Media, 
2016; The Knox Choir 1964, The Knox 
Choir, Fredlo 6404LP, LP, 1964; Sacred 
Arias, Songs & Spirituals, Ingrid 
Suderman, WRC1-4390, LP, 1986; 
Beauty For Ashes, Reading Phoenix 
Choir, self-released JNM1, LP 
 
First line of text “This little light o’ mine, I’m goin’ to let 
it shine,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 









Alternative titles This Old Hammer 
 
Medium TTBB with solo voice, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 12 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1948 
 
Recordings Deep River and Other Spirituals, The 
Robert Shaw Chorale, RCA Victor Red 
Seal, LM-2247, LP, 1948 
 
First line of text “This ol’ hammer killed John Henry,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 
Additional comments To Kenneth Spencer 
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Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 




First line of text “Oh walk together children, Don’t you get 
weary,…” 
 




























68. Wasn’t That a Mighty Day 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium Men’s voices (tenor I and II, baritone, 
bass), a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro., 1931 
 
First line of text “Wasn’t that a might day, wasn’t that a 
mighty day, wasn’t that a mighty day 
when Jesus Christ was born, when Jesus 
Christ was born!” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 









Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.S.A., a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro., 1934 
 
First line of text “Wasn’t that a might day, Wasn’t that a 
might day, Wasn’t that a might day, 
When Jesus Christ was born, when Jesus 
Christ was born!” 
 










Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with tenor solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher J. Fischer and Bro., 1934 and 1962 
(renewed) 
 
First line of text “Wasn’t that a might day, Wasn’t that a 
might day, Wasn’t that a might day, 
When Jesus Christ was born, when Jesus 
Christ was born!” 
 








71. ‘Way Over in Egypt Land 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano solos, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher Galaxy Music Corporation, 1947 
 
First line of text “’Way over in Egypt Land! You shall 




Text author Unknown 
 





























72. We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder 
 
 
Alternative titles We Are Climbin’ Jacob’s Ladder 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano solo, piano or 
organ 
 




Publisher Broadman Press, 1961 
 
First line of text “We are climbing Jacob’s ladder,…” 
 







73. Were You There When They Crucified My Lord? (From Jubilee: Collection of 
Spirituals Arranged for Mixed Chorus) 
 
Alternative titles Were You There? 
 
Medium S.A.T.B., a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1962 
 
Recordings Fisk Jubilee Singers, John W.Work, 
Word, W-4007-LP, Mono, 1956 
 
First line of text “Were you there when they crucified my 
Lord? Were you there?” 
 




74. Were You There? (from Ten Spirituals) 
 
Alternative titles Were You There When They Crucified 
My Lord? 
 
Medium Solo voice with piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 3 
 
Publisher Ethel Smith Music Corp, 1952 
 
First line of text “Were you there when they crucified my 
Lord?” 
 

















Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 5 
 
Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1950 
 
First line of text No text 
 
Text author Unknown 
 










76. Wrestling Jacob 
 
Alternative titles Wrestlin’ Jacob 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with piano, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher Theodore Presser, Co., 1946 
 
First line of text “Wrestling Jacob, Jacob, Day is a-
breaking!” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 





77. You May Bury Me in the East 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.S.A. with tenor solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher E.C. Schirmer Music Co. 
 
First line of text “You may bury me in the East,…” 
 











Alternative titles N.A. 
 
Medium T.T.B.B. with tenor solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher E.C. Schirmer Music Co. 
 
First line of text “You may bury me in the East,…” 
 




79. You may Bury Me in the East 
 
 
Alternative titles N/A 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with contralto solo, a cappella 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 
Box 11, Folder 4 
 
Publisher E.C. Schirmer Music Co. 
 
First line of text “You may bury me in the East,…” 
 










Alternative titles You Hear the Lambs 
 
Medium S.A.T.B. with soprano and tenor solos, 
piano 
 




Location Fisk University Special Collections, 
Nashville, TN, John Work Collection, 




Publisher Lorenz Publishing Co., 1965 
 
First line of text “You hear the lambs a-crying,…” 
 
Text author Unknown 
 

























































Permission Form to Augsburg Fortress 
 
From: Webmaster <Webmaster@1517.media> On Behalf Of Kaylina Madison Crawley 
Sent: Thursday, February 21, 2019 5:32 PM 
To: Copyright <copyright@1517.media> 
Subject: Contact Form: Copyright/Permissions 
  












Message: Dear representative of Augsburg Publishing House: I am completing a 
doctoral dissertation at University of Kentucky entitled A Comprehensive 
Investigation of Black Sacred Music, the Spiritual, and John Wesley Work 
III. I would like your permission to reprint in my dissertation excerpts from 
the following: Work, John W. Mary Had a Little Baby. 1961. 
___________. Mary, Where is Your Baby. 1961. The excerpts to be 
reproduced are: no more than the first two systems (lines) of each musical 
composition (some excerpts may be shorter, but the purpose is to show the 
first few notes of the vocal parts), Black and White, 1/3 page each on the 
interior of the chapter. The requested permission extends to any future 
revisions and editions of my dissertation, including non-exclusive world 
rights in all languages, and to the prospective publication of my dissertation 
by ProQuest Information and Learning (ProQuest) through its UMIÂ® 
Dissertation Publishing business. ProQuest may produce and sell copies of 
my dissertation on demand and may make my dissertation available for free 
internet download at my request. These rights will in no way restrict 
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republication of the material in any other form by you or by others 
authorized by you. Your signing of this letter will also confirm that you 
own the copyright to the above-described material, or that you otherwise 
have sufficient rights to the material in order to grant the requested 
permission. To grant this permission, please respond to this e-mail with a 
signature. Please contact me should you have any questions or need 
additional information. Thank you very much. Sincerely, Kaylina Madison 

















Mozilla/5.0 (Windows NT 10.0; Win64; x64) AppleWebKit/537.36 
























Thanks for contacting us. Permission is granted for this request at no charge. 
  
Michael Moore 
Rights Management Specialist, Content Management 
1517 Media 
510 Marquette Ave. 8th Floor 
Minneapolis MN 55402 
612.330.3530 
  
1517 Media’s Imprints 










Permission Letter to Lorenz Publishing Company 
 
Madison, Kaylina F <kaylina.madison@uky.edu> 
 
Thu, Feb 21, 4:47 PM  
 
Dear representative of the Lorenz Publishing Company: 
I am completing a doctoral dissertation at University of Kentucky entitled A 
Comprehensive Investigation of Black Sacred Music, the Spiritual, and John Wesley 
Work III. I would like your permission to reprint in my dissertation excerpts from the 
following: 
              John Work. All I Want. 1962. 
              _________. Give Me Jesus. 1961 and 1962. 
              _________. I'm A-Rolling Through an Unfriendly World. 1959 and 1950. 
              _________. I've Been Listening. 1965.  
              _________. Sinner Man, You Need Jesus, 1950. 
              _________. When Your Lamp Burns Down. 1950. 
              _________. You Hear the Lambs A-Crying. 1965. 
  
The excerpts to be reproduced are: no more than the first two systems (lines) of each 
musical composition (some excerpts may be shorter, but the purpose is to show the first 
few notes of the vocal parts), Black and White, 1/3 page each on the interior of the 
chapter. 
The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my dissertation, 
including non-exclusive world rights in all languages, and to the prospective publication 
of my dissertation by ProQuest Information and Learning (ProQuest) through its UMI® 
Dissertation Publishing business.  ProQuest may produce and sell copies of my 
dissertation on demand and may make my dissertation available for free internet 
download at my request. These rights will in no way restrict republication of the material 
in any other form by you or by others authorized by you. Your signing of this letter will 
also confirm that you own the copyright to the above-described material, or that you 
otherwise have sufficient rights to the material in order to grant the requested permission. 
To grant this permission, please respond to this e-mail with a signature. Please contact me 
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should you have any questions or need additional information. Thank you very much. 
Sincerely, 
  
Kaylina Madison Crawley 
Ph.D. Candidate, Musicology and Ethnomusicology 

























Response from Lorenz Publishing Company 
 
 
Mark Hauth mark@musicservices.org via luky.onmicrosoft.com  
 






You have our gratis permission for this use of these compositions, particularly because of 
the academic and scholarly nature of your request.  We believe this constitutes “Fair Use” 





Director of Publishing  
5409 Maryland Way, Suite 200 
Brentwood, TN  37027 
(615) 371-1320 X 244 (phone) 
(615) 371-1351 (fax) 
E-mail:  mark@musicservices.org 







Permission Letter to ECS Publishing Group 
 
Madison, Kaylina F <kaylina.madison@uky.edu> 
 




January 4, 2019 
ECS Publishing Group 
1727 Larkin Williams Road 
St. Louis, Missouri 63026 
  
Dear representative of the ECS Publishing Group: 
I am completing a doctoral dissertation at University of Kentucky entitled A 
Comprehensive Investigation of Black Sacred Music, the Spiritual, and John Wesley 
Work III. I would like your permission to reprint in my dissertation excerpts from the 
following: 
               Work, John W. This Ol’ Hammer. Product Number 1.0629. 
               ____________. This Little Light O’ Mine. Product Number 1.1384. 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.1583. 
               ____________. Listen to the Angels Shouting. Product Number 1.1649. 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.1753. 
               ____________. Lord, I’m Out Here on Your Word. Product Number 1.1903, 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.1927. 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.1960. 
               ____________. I Got a House in Baltimore. Product Number 1.1963. 
               ____________. Little Black Train. Product Number 1.2088. 
               ____________. Done Made My Vow to the Lord. Product Number 1.2110. 
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               ____________. Jesus, Lay Your Head in the Window. Product Number 
1.2166. 
               ____________. I, John, Saw the Holy Number. Product Number 1.2236. 
               ____________. Rock, Mount Sinai. Product Number 1.2237. 
               ____________. You May Bury Me in the East. Product Number 1971. 
               ____________. You May Bury Me in the East. Product Number 2149. 
               ____________. There’s a meeting here, to-night! Product Number 2150. 
               ____________. You May Bury Me in the East. Product Number 2413. 
               ____________. This Little Light O’Mine. Product Number 1.1489. 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.1928. 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.1929. 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.1532. 
               ____________. Go Tell It on the Mountain. Product Number 1.2044. 
  
The excerpts to be reproduced are: no more than the first two systems (lines) of each 
musical composition (some excerpts may be shorter, but the purpose is to show the first 
few notes of the vocal parts), Black and White, 1/3 page each on the interior of the 
chapter. 
The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my 
dissertation, including non-exclusive world rights in all languages, and to the 
prospective publication of my dissertation by ProQuest Information and Learning 
(ProQuest) through its UMI® Dissertation Publishing business.  ProQuest may produce 
and sell copies of my dissertation on demand and may make my dissertation available 
for free internet download at my request. These rights will in no way restrict 
republication of the material in any other form by you or by others authorized by you. 
Your signing of this letter will also confirm that you own the copyright to the above-
described material, or that you otherwise have sufficient rights to the material in order to 
grant the requested permission. 
To grant this permission, please respond to this e-mail with a signature. Please contact 






Kaylina Madison Crawley 
Ph.D. Candidate, Musicology and Ethnomusicology 




























Response from ECS Publishing Group 
 
Sarah Luehrs <sluehrs@ecspublishing.com> 
 






First, I apologize for the delay in my reply. We are happy to grant gratis permission for 
use of the excerpts described below. We do control the copyright for the pieces listed 
below. You may consider this email written permission to include the excerpts in your 
dissertation for the usages outlined below. 
  
Please let me know if I can be of further assistance. 
  
Kind regards, 
Sarah Luehrs, Associate of Publishing Rights & Rental 
ECS Publishing | MorningStar Music | Canticle Distributing 1727 Larkin Williams Rd, 












Permission Letter to Broadman Press (B&H Publishing Group) 
 
On Thu, Feb 21, 2019 at 5:26 PM Kaylina Madison Crawley 
<kaylina.madison@uky.edu> wrote: 
First Name 
  Kaylina 
Last Name 
  Madison Crawley 
Email 
  kaylina.madison@uky.edu 
Reason For Inquiry 
  Other 
Message 
  
Dear representative of Broadman Press: 
 
I am completing a doctoral dissertation at University of Kentucky entitled A 
Comprehensive Investigation of Black Sacred Music, the Spiritual, and John 
Wesley Work III. I would like your permission to reprint in my dissertation 
excerpts from the following: 
 
Work, John W. If You Love God, Serve Him. 1962. 
 
___________. I'm Goin' to Sing. 1964. 
 
___________. Rise Up, Shepherd, and Foller. 1957. 
 






The excerpts to be reproduced are: no more than the first two systems (lines) of 
each musical composition (some excerpts may be shorter, but the purpose is to 
show the first few notes of the vocal parts), Black and White, 1/3 page each on 
the interior of the chapter. 
 
The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my 
dissertation, including non-exclusive world rights in all languages, and to the 
prospective publication of my dissertation by ProQuest Information and Learning 
(ProQuest) through its UMI® Dissertation Publishing business. ProQuest may 
produce and sell copies of my dissertation on demand and may make my 
dissertation available for free internet download at my request. These rights will 
in no way restrict republication of the material in any other form by you or by 
others authorized by you. Your signing of this letter will also confirm that you 
own the copyright to the above-described material, or that you otherwise have 
sufficient rights to the material in order to grant the requested permission. 
 
To grant this permission, please respond to this e-mail with a signature. Please 
contact me should you have any questions or need additional information. Thank 






Kaylina Madison Crawley 
 
Ph.D. Candidate, Musicology and Ethnomusicology 
 




Response from Representatives of Broadman Press 
 
Re: New contact from Kaylina Madison Crawley 02/21/2019 1 
 
Andy Whisenant <andy.whisenant@lifeway.com> 
 
Feb 22, 2019, 7:15 AM (10 days ago) 
 
to Kaylina, Marketing 
Hi Kaylina--thanks so much for your message. Unfortunately, it looks like these three 
titles are not published by B&H Publishing, so I wouldn't be able to provide any more 
information on these at this point. We wish you the best of luck in your research and 
dissertation process. 
 




B&H Publishing Group 
An Imprint of LifeWay Christian Resources 
 
 
Bible Studies for Life 














































Work Interview Questions 
 
1. How did you know Work III (work, school, church, organization)? When and 
where did you first meet, and how long have you known him? 
 
2. Do you have any musical memories of Work?  
 
 
3. Could you discern any strategies or patterns behind his thinking, particularly 
in regards to music?  
 
4. Would he ever hum or whistle tunes? Can you recall the names of the songs 
he whistled or hummed? 
 




6. How frequently did you see or meet with him? 
 
7. What seemed to motivate him or caused him the greatest joy in your opinion? 
 
 
8. Have you ever seen him irritated, frustrated, or upset? What was it about? 
 
9. Do you know anything about the Baptist Standard hymnal revision he directed 
under the Sunday School Publishing Board? 
 
 
10. Has he ever shared any stories about the Fisk Jubilee Singers? 
 
11. How would you say Work made the greatest impact at the school? In 
Nashville? In Tennessee? In the Black community? 
 
 
12. Can you describe Work’s personality from your perspective? 
 






14. Do you know of any other people I can talk to about Work impact on Black 
sacred music?  
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Madison Crawley/Creswell-Betsch interview on John Work III and his family 
Monday, March 4, 2019 
2:00 p.m. 
Creswell-Betsch home, Fisk University campus, Nashville, Tennessee 
 
 
[01:47] Madison Crawley: So I have a few questions. Some of them you already kind of 
answered. We're going to make it official before we start. Before we start the 
interview, I need to record the permission to use your materials. So what I'll do is 
transcribe the interview and write it out full. So if there's anything you don't want 
me to include within the transcription, just please state that before you say it or 
after you say it and it won't be included. But the transcription goes into the 
dissertation. So the dissertation will be printed electronically. We don't do the 
hard cover anymore, but it'll be printed electronically through ProQuest, which is 








Madison Crawley: Okay, thank you. So I have just a few questions. Some of them 
are more musical, some of them are just more about family and whatnot about 
him as an individual or his family, his people. So first one is, how did you know 
Work III or how did you know the Works? Yeah, like through work, school, 
church  
 
[03:05] Creswell-Betsch: Our parents both worked at Fisk and then my mother                        
got to be friends. I don’t how they got to be friends but the children were common 
ages.  
 




Creswell- Betsch: John is a year older than I. Fred was probably about the same 
difference as my brother and there were three of us. So we did things together as 
we did things together as families with children.  
 
Madison Crawley: Yes, that makes sense.  
 
Creswell Betsch: Yes.  
 
[03:37] Madison Crawley: And your mom? She was in the art gallery, right?  
 
Creswell Betsch: With Van Vechtan for 40 years.  
 
Madison Crawley: Oh Great.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: My father was comptroller. Both were Fisk graduates 
 
Madison Crawley: They were both Fisk graduates? Okay, do you know what 
years? 
 
Creswell-Betsch: My father was in 1927 and my mother finished in 1932.  
 
Madison Crawley: Okay. So you’re a Fisk legacy of a legacy. Oh well, we should 
have been interviewing you in a long time ago.  
 
[04:12] Creswell-Betsch: You caught up with me. Now my mother and Edith were friends 
and one of the things that was a part of this friendship, they, they didn't have a car 
so they would go to the grocery store together. My mother would take her, oh, all 
of us to the grocery store. And sometimes the children would go and what a mess 




[04:28] Madison Crawley: I believe that. Okay, this is good. Now I guess there's no point 
in asking when you, where did you first meet? Cause y'all grew up together.  
 
[04:42] Creswell-Betsch: Well, you know, like I said, that worked a couple ways. I’m 
sure my mother met Edith as a student. Well, my mother was younger than her 
but they were very good friends. Their friendship progressed.  
 
[05:01] Madison Crawley: Well, what is Edith’s maiden name?  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Maiden name? McFall 
 
Madison Crawley: Okay.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: From Charleston. Charleston. Yeah.  
 
[05:12] Madison Crawley: Okay. Okay. 
 
Creswell-Betsch: She was from a big family in Charleston. Not a big family, but a 
well-established Charleston family.  
 
Madison Crawley: Okay.  
 
Creswell-Betsch:John Work is you know…his family is from Nashville. The 
Works are from Nashville.  
 
[05:27] Madison Crawley: Okay. I know a lot of records say that John Work III was born 
in Tullahoma. 
 
Creswell-Betsh: It's just right around the corner. So he may have been born there. 




[05:55] Madison Crawley: I think that's Phillip Street, but I'm sure not what street it is. 
It's adjacent.  
 
[06:00] Creswell-Betsch: Yeah. It’s adjacent. Phillips. Yeah. Have you seen the house 
that they lived in?  
 
Madison Crawley: Oh yes.. I was going here (Fisk) when they renovated. I was 
like a junior or senior.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: So you're a Fisk graduate?  
 
Madison Crawley: Yes. 2010. 2010 when we had that awful flood. Yeah. So, 
yeah, I'm a Fisk graduate for sure. My parents, they, they didn't graduate from 
Fisk. My mom did graduate from an HBCU in Mississippi.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Which one?  
 
Madison Crawley: Alcorn.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Yes.  
 
Madison Crawley: Do you have any musical memories of Work at all? Or any of 
the Works?  
 
[06:48] Creswell-Betsch: I have a lot of music memories, but I'm not a musician. And as 
I said, the family was very close and sometimes when we would go there we had 
to be quiet cause he was either teaching or practicing, you know, writing in the 
house, you've seen the house, we will shuffle right back into the back. And his 
wife made wonderful cookies. So we would have cookies when we visit. 
 




Madison Crawley: And then he wrote a lot of spiritual arrangements and that's 
what I'm writing on. It's just the spiritual arrangements really. And, some of the 
sources that I went to originally, the basic sources I went through for Work said 
that he wrote over a hundred compositions. I said, okay, cool, about a hundred 
compositions, but then when I went to special collections and started looking into 
things for real, he wrote over a hundred spiritual arrangements and he wrote 
hundreds of other compositions. Yeah. Yeah. So it was very prolific.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Exactly.  
 
Madison Crawley: You know people don't know and I'm trying to get it out there, 
get the information out there.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Yeah.  
 
Madison Crawley: Yeah, let's see. Do you have any memorable stories behind, 
you just said a few just then, especially with the cookies and whatnot in the 
grocery store and, but do you have any other memorable stories behind Work and 
his family?  
 
[08:20] Creswell-Betsch: I mean, I don't think I have any that you probably haven’t 
already heard. The one thing that was kind of a sad story, they went on a trip with 
the Jubilee Singers and I think part of that made him ill. He died within 
reasonable range after that trip. I don't know. I don't remember the year he died, 
but the trip was strenuous for him and I think he probably should not have gone.  
 
[08:48] Madison Crawley: Yeah. I noticed a trip from ’59. 1959. That's the one that 
documented, but it could be one in the ‘60s as well.  
 
[08:57] Creswell-Betsch: Well, I'm not sure which one it was cause I, I finished Fisk in 
‘55 and I was busy seeing the world after that. My first job was in Memphis and I 
just kind of moved. that was a very busy world. I came back here to go to 
graduate school, got my Masters at Peabody. Okay. And then I moved out again 





[09:24] Madison Crawley: Okay. You have your doctorate too, right? Where did you get 
your doctorate?  
Creswell-Betsch: University of Massachusetts.  
 
Madison Crawley: Oh, okay. So that's what I saw when I had kind of looked you 
up and I thought that you might have been living in Massachusetts.  
 
[09:39] Creswell-Betsch: For 20 years and much of that is because I went to where my 
husband went to go back to school. Then I joined him because I knew that it 
would be better for the marriage. And by the time all that evolved, I stayed in 
Massachusetts and my children finished high school because I thought that would 
be better for them. And the reason I came back to Nashville, I would've stayed in 
Amherst, but my father thought I should come home and take care of him. And he 
said as much, he said you’ve been away long enough, you come on back home.  
 
[10:13] Madison Crawley: Oh my goodness. I'm waiting for my people that say that. 
Come on back to Mississippi. It's too cold up there.  
 
[10:21] Creswell-Betsch: Well it just depends upon where you are career wise. And you 
got a lot of reasons you decided to do what you do.  
 
Madison Crawley: Yeah, that's true. Well, I liked Nashville. Yeah. For as far as 
my music is concerned.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Do you sing or do you play? What's, what's your  
 
Madison Crawley: I play piano and pipe organ.  
 




[10:45] Madison Crawley: I studied under Dr. Anthony Williams. That's why I 
communicated with him first.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Yeah.  
 
Madison Crawley: And then, um, studied under Dr. Autry for piano. I don't know 
if you know him.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Oh yeah. 
 
[11:01] Madison Crawley: Okay. Yes.Llet's see what other question…. 
[11:06] Madison Crawley: Okay. You just talked about his trips with the Fisk Jubilee 
singers. Do you remember any earlier trips he made with them that were quite 
successful  
 
[11:14] Not really? Because like I said, I moved away from Nashville.  
 
[11:22] Madison Crawley: That's true. That's true.  
 
[11:27] Do you know of any other people I can talk to about Work or who remember 
him?  
 
Creswell-Betsch: I remember him very well, but you know, I'm not a musician 
and not connected to the music.  
 
Madison Crawley: Yeah.  
 
Creswell-Betsch: But I don't… 
  




Creswell-Betsch: Tony would be able to tell you more people in music and so 
would Phil Autry.  
[11:49] Madison Crawley: Oh yeah. I have enough as far as music is concerned, but I 
wanted to get more of a personal, you know, interview. So that's when I asked for 
your name. Let's see what else I got up here. Some of these, I'm just skipping 
around. Do you know, personally, what seemed to motivate him or cause him the 
greatest joy? Like have you ever seen him extremely excited about something?  
 
Creswell-Betsch: Yeah. Okay. He was a very calm, very reserved person.  
 
Madison Crawley: I hear that, I've heard that. 
 
[12:23] Creswell-Betsch: But he had a wonderful sense of humor. I guess I would 
describe my father in the same way. And they were friends and maybe men of that 
era were more reserved. I'm not sure.  
 
[12:37] Creswell-Betsch: But mostly I just remember them as family friends, you know, I 
remember the grocery store element of, you know, not having a car and we would 
take them, take Edith to the grocery store because they weren't, there was this 
grocery store that was Black on Jefferson Street, used to be Black. I mean they all 
were. All you needed was on Jefferson Street. Anything you wanted to get was on 
Jefferson Street. But we would do Jefferson street for shopping. It was a drug 
store, grocery store, like I said, and then we would try somewhere else that we 
weren't probably supposed to go but that we did. But we did. Father had a 
business on 14th and Jefferson, had a filling station, and his attitude was we had 
to shop with other people so that they would shop with you. So we made a 
Jefferson Street stop and then they would go somewhere else.  
 
[13:37] Madison Crawley: Okay. I understand that completely. Yeah. Oh, so yes. We 
need people to interview you about Jefferson Street now, what it used to be, 
because I can imagine it is completely different now.  
 




  Madison Crawley: Are there any businesses here now that were here when you 
were growing up?  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: (Shakes head in “no”) 
 
[13:59] Creswell-Betsch: Let's see. He had a filling station, but he said he got tired. You 
know, it wasn't, he had the filling station, then he rented out the building. Then we 
sold the land to Matthew Walker. That's where Matthew Walker is. 
 
[14:19] Madison Crawley: Yeah.  
 
[14:20] Madison Crawley: Are you familiar with 14th and Phillips Street, Original 
Church of God? 
 
  Creswell-Betsch: I don’t know that.  
 
  Madison Crawley: Okay. Yeah. That's where my in-laws are from. That’s where 
they went to church growing up and whatnot.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: Yeah, yeah.  
 
  Madison Crawley: But they moved, they built a new church out there in the 
Bordeaux region.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: That's what churches do.  
 
  Madison Crawley: What would you say was Work’s greatest impact in your 
community?  
 
[15:02] Creswell-Betsch: Well, yeah, he and his father both were musicians. And if 
you've read this section here, about the Works, they did all sorts of folk music and 
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it extended much beyond the campus. And mostly he mentioned some of the 
people he met who were local musicians on Jefferson street and I don't know 
what, but he was involved with the Lomax searches.  
 
[15:27] Madison Crawley: Really?  
 
[15:31] Creswell-Betsch: Yes. Yes. I knew that Lewis Jones did a part of that and I guess 
John worked on it and they toured the south getting some folk music.  
 
[15:39] Madison Crawley: It’s called Coahoma County.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: Yes.  
 
  Madison Crawley: The Selta region.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: Yeah. Yeah, yeah, I've heard of it.  
 
  Madison Crawley: You know, I grew up down there, but I wasn't, I was on the tip 
of the Delta region, Vicksburg, so..  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: You know you could go back to the resource.  
 
  Madison Crawley: Yeah. Yeah, that's true. That's true. All right, so a lot of these 
other questions you describe Work’s personality. He was very calm? He wasn't 
intimidating or anything? He’s just reserved? Calm? 
 
[16:13] Creswell-Betsch: Okay. I mean, I grew up knowing him all my life. So I don’t 
think of it as being intimidating. 
 
[16:17] Madison Crawley: That's true. I don't know, the students, they might think 




[16:32] Creswell-Betsch: Well, I mean, we were such good friends that this is an offset 
story. My mother was a Fisk graduate. I adored my mother. I wanted to be like 
her. So I decided rather than go to Howard, which is one of the schools I applied 
to, that I would go to Fisk, and my mother had sung in the choir and I said well, I 
was going to be in the choir, and I was going to be an AKA. And in order to get in 
the choir, John Work helped me learn some of the songs they tried to play over 
there. And he helped me sing these songs, because I really have absolutely no 
voice at all. But I sang for the choir for four years with his help. 
 
  Madison Crawley: Okay.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: I don't think they asked him and he let me be the choir, but I'm 
sure that that helped me get into the choir.  
 
[17:25] Madison Crawley: Now was this choir was the Fisk choir?  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: The Fisk. It wasn't the jubilee singers, but the chapel choir, the 
chapel choir.  
 
  Madison Crawley: Okay.  
 
[17:38] Creswell-Betsch: Now it was a big choir that sang music at church.  
 
  Madison Crawley: Right, right.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: And they sang spirituals and they sing classical music. And we 
practiced, I don't know how many days a week we practiced, but we sang every 







  Madison Crawley: I'm glad I was able to interview you. I was so excited. Is there 
anything extra you want to add? 
 
[23:01] Creswell-Betsch: If you think of anything you want me to answer or you think of 
stuff later on, you can always call me back.  
[23:11] Madison Crawley: Oh, definitely. Now what was your major when you were 
going to Fisk?  
[23:19] Creswell-Betsch: Psychology.  
 
  Madison Crawley: Okay.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: I was at an elementary school teacher.  
  Madison Crawley: Okay. Where did you teach?  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: So many schools around.  
 
  Madison Crawley: Okay.  
 
  Creswell-Betsch: Oh, I taught in the public school. I retired out of the public 
schools here.  
 
  Madison Crawley: Oh, okay.  
 
[23:42] Creswell-Betsch: I taught in the army, you know, I've taught in Washington, then 
Germany and then in Nashville. And one day I said, I haven't made that list of 
schools. I think that I've taught at five schools here. I was in middle school 
called…The school is, it's on DB. Todd, it used to be Wharton school, I can't 
recall. Well something like that and I have taught there. I taught at Aiken, it's over 




[32:57] Creswell-Betsch: Well, give me your address. I'll let you still have that book 
because I can keep up with it that way. I'll be right back.  
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